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1 
Abstract  
  
In this thesis I critically examine practices of sharing lived experiences for transforming 
social and political relations. To do so, I construct a poetic approach to practical theology in 
order to address how creative expressions of everyday lived experiences of marginalisation 
interrupt and reshape theological practices and public life. This work is based upon my 
creative, collaborative research with Poverty Truth Commission over several years to 
examine their practices of sharing lived experience stories in order to address poverty and 
inequality. Key to the work is a reflexive consideration of my position as a researcher in 
gathering, interpreting, and representing lived experiences in this thesis.  
 Beginning in the work of Ada María Isasi-Díaz, Rebecca Chopp, and Mayra Rivera, 
the thesis engages a responsiveness to who and what has been traditionally excluded from 
theological practices of meaning-making, and to the corporeal, imaginative, and sacred 
nature of creative practices of sharing lived experiences. I develop these concerns through 
engaging with critiques of where practical theological research recuperates lived experiences 
of poverty and marginalisation into broad, general categories and containers. Drawing on 
poetic approaches I construct a practical theological methodology of passionate, ambivalent 
making with and through embodied, everyday lived experiences.  
Examining the claims to transformation in qualitative research methods, I detail the 
creative qualitative and collaborative research methods used for engaging with Poverty 
Truth Commission. An outline of this research process and the ethical issues are provided. I 
present the material gathered in this research through ethnographic and autoethnographic 
writing reflecting on the development of the creative, collaborative project ‘Connecting 
Stories’, and also the creative product – an interactive exhibition.  
The findings from this research highlight the ‘cultures of disbelief and judgement’ at 
work in the age of austerity in the UK, cultures impacting access to material resources and 
how people’s stories are heard in public. I argue that by holding open space for particular 
and plural lived experiences and affirming the meaning-making capacities of marginalised 
communities, poetic practices can disrupt and reshape these cultures. I draw together this 
thesis through a series of concluding, interrupting, and transforming moves, reflecting on 
practices of making theology through ongoing and fragile experiences and offering an 
understanding of the everyday nature of transformation.  
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7 
Introduction  
 
The  Nature  of  this  Thesis    
 
Sharing  Lived  Experiences  for  Transformation    
 
This thesis critically examines the practice of sharing lived experiences as transformative of 
social and political relations, reflecting on the implications for marginalised communities 
sharing their stories and for the field of practical theology in which this research is situated.  
 
In the political arena, practices of sharing stories from experience are seen to provide 
ways of gaining insight into social issues, changing legislation and professional practice, and 
enabling moves toward justice and reconciliation (Chase 2018; Gready 2013; Phelps 2004; 
Schaffer and Smith 2004). Within practical theology, similar moves have positioned lived 
experience narratives as the vital resource through which theologies are generated by 
processes of reflection, and although there are different approaches to interpreting these 
narratives there is common ground in seeing practical theology as the hermeneutics of lived 
engagement in spiritual practices and relation to the sacred (Ganzevoort 2009, 2012). My 
work troubles the assumptions of the stability and transparency of lived experiences in both 
fields by shedding light on the disruptive, disclosive, and generative nature of lived 
experience stories and their resistance to being easily incorporated into such political and 
theological projects. Although everyday, embodied experience stories appear as ambivalent, 
unsettling, and less tractable than has been thought, I suggest that it is precisely these 
qualities that grant them powerful transformative potential. The challenge is thus to construct 
ways of responding and representing – that is to say, to construct methodologies – that are 
attentive to these encounters with people’s lives and stories. This is true at the local level of 
community engagement, in wider society, and in theological reflection.  
 
Examining how sharing lived experiences of marginalisation creates transformation, 
I engage in this work the stories of people experiencing poverty and inequality. I do so in 
collaboration with a particular community – Poverty Truth Commission – in order to develop 
creative reflections on their everyday, embodied experiences and their practices of sharing 
stories. For this, I construct a methodology that proceeds through poetic engagement with 
complex, embodied, and fragmented lived experiences, sensitive to issues of power, politics, 
and knowledge in encountering others’ experiences. Through this process I construct and 
enact an approach that, by holding open spaces for the plurality and particularity of lived 
    
8 
experiences and by emphasising the critical meaning-making capacities of marginalised 
communities, interrupts and transforms dominant political and theological practices. The 
practical theology that emerges through this process is thus deeply implicated in the practices 
it explores, enabling insight into the nature of practical theology itself to emerge. 
 
In what follows in this introduction, I provide a brief outline of how sharing lived 
experience stories is emerging as a key practice in political life and practical theology. 
Following this, I turn to three areas that provide the contexts for locating this research: 
collaborating with Poverty Truth Commission; austerity, poverty, and contemporary 
theological responses; and troubling the turn to lived experience in practical theology. I then 
provide an overview of the structure of this thesis. 
 
Sharing  Stories  as  a  Political  Practice  
 
Sharing lived experiences has become a popular, even ubiquitous practice for individuals 
and communities seeking to change situations of marginalisation and oppression. ‘Telling 
one’s story’ takes many forms, from speaking in public forums and posting on social media, 
to creating expression through literature, poetry, and visual and performance arts. Recent 
high-profile examples include: No Friend but the Mountains (2018), a work typed on a 
smuggled phone by Kurdish poet Behrouz Boochani while imprisoned on Manus Island due 
to the Australian government’s refugee policies; Hannah Gadsby’s powerful stand-up 
comedy piece Nanette (2018), addressing how the telling of her experiences of homophobia, 
sexism, and sexual violence are framed by dominant cultural narratives of gender and 
sexuality; and the 2018 exhibition Windrush Stories at the British Library reflecting on art, 
literature, music, and activism in the midst of the detention and deportation of members of 
the Windrush generation, part of a wider ‘hostile environment’ toward migrants and refugees 
in the UK. These are accompanied by countless other examples of speaking out against 
experiences of marginalisation that gain far less public attention. Lived experience stories 
may be shared with the aims of overturning stigma, changing legislation, bringing into public 
consciousness forms of oppression, and enabling marginalised groups to participate in 
political life. In other words, practices of sharing lived experiences are seen as 
transformative of our social and political relations. 
 
Contemporary forms of sharing lived experience stories are influenced by longer 
histories of testimonial witnessing. Holocaust survivor and writer Elie Wiesel argues that 
the Holocaust writings of his generation gave rise to a ‘new literature, that of testimony’ 
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(1977, 9). Latin American ‘testimonio’ literature, for example I, Rigoberta Menchú (1982), 
offered first-person accounts of the violence and exploitation of oppressive political regimes 
and the struggles to resist and overthrow these regimes. In various truth commissions across 
the globe, perpetrators and survivors have testified to experiences of civil war, violence, and 
oppressive political conditions, most prominently the South African Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission in the wake of apartheid.  Feminist movements since the 1960s 
have drawn on testimonial forms to question women’s exclusion from aspects of public life, 
taking women’s everyday experiences as starting points for political activity. These practices 
continue to inform social justice movements, as well as shaping politics in ways that ‘notions 
of “justice” have become bound up with witnessing, testifying, and truth telling’ (Ahmed 
and Stacey 2001, 1–2). 
 
 However, the performance of these practices of sharing lived experience stories by 
grassroots activists, researchers, and organisations remains both problematic and productive. 
Traversing personal and public spheres, lived experience narratives question the assumed 
divides between personal and political, enabling new forms of subjectivity for envisioning 
alternative futures and reconfiguring public life (Schaffer and Smith 2004, 17; Chopp 2001, 
2007b; Squire, Andrews, and Tamboukou 2013). Yet, making these experiences public 
exposes those sharing to potential abuse, or to being stereotyped as a ‘passive victim’ 
(Schaffer and Smith 2004, 37, 45; Gready 2013). Precisely because ‘all stories emerge in the 
midst of complex and uneven relationships of power’ (Schaffer and Smith 2004, 5), the 
assumption is no longer that ‘testifying in itself embodies social change’, rather it is vital to 
focus on ‘testimony and the conditions, histories and structures that surround its production’ 
(Chase 2018, 555, italics original). Paying attention to who controls the ‘representation, 
interpretation and dissemination’ of testimony is necessary for unmasking and challenging 
power inequalities surrounding knowledge production in research practices and in the public 
sphere (Gready 2013, 250–1). This thesis engages these concerns, critically addressing how 
power relations influence the production, representation, and interpretation of lived 
experiences in public life and practical theology, aware that this research is itself inextricably 
tied to such power dynamics.  
 
Practical  Theologies  and  Lived  Experiences    
 
Within practical theology, practices of sharing lived experiences inhabit a similarly critical 
and contradictory space. Practical theologies influenced by liberationist principles of 
practising theological reflection from the experiences of marginalised groups have aimed to 
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sustain ‘the voice of theology done from human experience in the public arena’ (Couture 
2012, 155). Feminist practical theologians have articulated that moving women’s 
experiences from being seen as ‘in-credible’ to ‘credible’ sources for theological knowledge, 
moving from silence to speech, is transformative of theological, ecclesial, and public 
practices (Bons-Storm 1996; Graham 1999, 2012). However, as with the wider feminist 
movement, these have been critiqued for often assuming white, middle-class, heterosexual 
women’s experiences as universal. Practical theologians have developed distinct research 
practices in relation to the lived experiences and faith expressions of marginalised groups 
(for example, Bons-Storm 1996; Berry 2009; Cornwall 2013; Greenough 2018; Reddie 
2008; Slee 2004; Slee, Porter, and Phillips 2013), yet methodological questions surrounding 
how lived experiences are to be approached and interpreted remain contentions within the 
discipline (Graham 2013b, 2017b, 2017c; Kaufmann 2016; Miller-McLemore 2016; 
Swinton and Mowat 2016; Walton 2014). Crucially, attention in practical theology to the 
poetic act of constructing meaning through traumatic experiences has highlighted that lived 
experiences are not transparent nor easily shared and understood, rather they are ambivalent, 
fragmented, and troubling (Walton 2012, 2014, 2019). 
 
 From my own Scottish context, two brief examples illuminate the complexity of 
theological practices of sharing lived experiences to address inequality. Firstly, working at 
the Centre for Theology and Public Issues (CTPI) in the late 1980s, Scottish practical 
theologian Duncan Forrester argued that conversations addressing social policy ‘must 
include the people who would be most directly the subjects of the policy’ (Couture 2012, 
155). In both ecclesial reports and academic theological papers, Forrester included the voices 
of people experiencing economic inequality. Reflecting on this methodology, Forrester later 
wrote: ‘we had in the work of CTPI from very early on a determination not to speak about 
people and their problems behind their backs. So when we are discussing poverty, we have 
poor people as participants; when we are talking about homelessness, there are homeless 
people present’ (2003, 101). However, as Doug Gay notes, within these reports, ‘while the 
poor are heard, the experts and the theology/policy elite are still steering the process’ (2006, 
207). Furthermore, as Forrester’s engagement with feminist, womanist, and mujerista 
theology was limited, the result was a methodology that – much like the Latin American 
liberation theologies influencing Forrester – addressed poverty and public life without 
consideration for gender, race, and sexuality (Althaus-Reid 2000, 2004a, 2004b; Gay 2006; 
Walton 2014). 
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Secondly, community organiser Bob Holman edited Faith in the Poor (1998), a book 
of stories from people experiencing poverty testifying about their ordinary lives in 
Easterhouse in Glasgow.1 Holman argues that people living in poverty are considered unable 
to express their opinions and experiences, and so powerful politicians and professors do not 
seek to listen to these views and stories (216–7). He argues from a Christian perspective the 
need to ‘release and propagate the words of those who are most precious to God’, indicating 
that ‘the fight for access to the media is a part of the battle for greater equality’ as those who 
benefit from inequality are the ones producing ‘the words of newspapers, books, TV, radio 
and parliament’ (22–23). However, it is difficult to predict how those in power will respond 
to encountering others’ experiences. For example, the then-leader of the Conservatives Iain 
Duncan Smith visited Easterhouse in 2002 and Holman introduced him to a number of local 
residents and projects. Duncan Smith claimed this as an epiphany or ‘Damascus’ moment, 
but ultimately articulated these encounters as claims to have witnessed the ‘dependency’ of 
poverty and a ‘broken society’, central narratives authorising the punitive welfare sanctions 
he introduced as Work and Pensions Secretary in the Coalition Government in 2010 (Slater 
2012). In this way, those professors, church leaders, and politicians that Holman encourages 
to encounter others’ experiences of marginalisation can often treat this as a ‘poverty safari’ 
(McGarvey 2017), a ‘theme park’ or ‘botanic garden’ to be visited but not dwelled in for 
constructing theology or policy (Althaus-Reid 2004a, 129).  
  
These examples illustrate the necessity of examining the claims to and desires for 
transformation in practices of sharing lived experiences, and also of attending to the power 
relations that shape such practices. Discussing the interrelation of power and knowledge in 
public theology, British practical theologian Elaine Graham considers that ‘those wishing to 
intervene in the public domain, either to effect change in policy or in public opinion, need 
to be aware of whose voices are heard, and those seeking to represent or make space for 
formerly silenced voices need to think about how that process comes about’ (2007, 61). 
Graham highlights the necessity of critically evaluating the claims ‘for the liberative 
potential of speaking from experience’, indicating that such theologies may assume universal 
ideals of what is liberating, or may treat marginalised voices as the ‘raw data and materials’ 
to be analysed and interpreted by typically white, middle-class, Western academics (2007, 
55–57; drawing on Kwok 2005, 74). Reflecting on the possibilities of ‘adopting some 
                                                                                                                
1 Despite six of the seven stories in the book being told by women, Holman’s commentary does not pay 
attention to the interaction of gender and poverty, even though these women testify to experiences of sexual 
violence, domestic violence, and where the task of caring for and supporting children falls predominantly to 
women.  
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methods of study and enquiry that address questions of power and authority in the production 
and reproduction of knowledge’, Graham indicates that these issues are present both in 
political practices of sharing lived experience stories in public, and also in practical 
theological research processes that engage lived experiences (2007, 57, 59–61). It is the 
contention of this thesis that studying these two areas in relation offers a productive path for 
understanding the theological, ethical, and political aspects of practices of sharing lived 
experiences to create transformation.  
 
Contexts  for  Locating  this  Research    
  
Three ‘sites’ locate this research into sharing lived experiences of marginalisation for 
transformation, contexts that critically shaped the focus of this research. The work of Poverty 
Truth Commission is a concrete example of a practice of sharing lived experience stories to 
address social and political relations, and the collaboration with this community has been 
central to this research. Austerity has and continues to impact experiences of poverty and 
marginalisation in the UK, in both the material aspects of cuts to welfare and public services, 
and also in a political and media rhetoric that shapes how experiences of poverty and 
inequality are interpreted by the wider public. As I noted above, lived experiences play a 
central role in practical theology yet in the ‘highly complex networks of meanings and 
theories, actions and practices, relationships and conversations’ that make up practical 
theology (Ganzevoort 2009, 1), there are conundrums and controversies that influence how 
this research into lived experiences can be located within this disciplinary ‘home’.  
 
Research  Collaborators  
 
Vital to this investigation into how practices of sharing lived experiences creates 
transformation is the work of Poverty Truth Commission (PTC), and my collaboration with 
this community. The title of this thesis – ‘my story is an opening to another world’ – is taken 
from a testifying commissioner’s reflection on PTC’s work. Based in Glasgow, PTC brings 
together people living at the sharp end of poverty with social and political decision-makers 
to share and listen to different experiences of inequality. Over the past ten years, PTC has 
run four commission ‘rounds’ in which people with experiences of poverty (‘testifying 
commissioners’) and decision-makers (‘accompanying commissioners’) meet together over 
eighteen months, taking time to listen to people’s stories before moving to identify key 
themes for that commission round. For example, the first commission (2009–2011) focused 
on kinship care, media representation, and violence; and the fourth commission (2016–2018) 
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focused on asylum and refuge, welfare cuts, and mental health. These commission rounds 
held ‘closing’ events where commissioners present their findings through telling their 
stories, performing sketches, songs, stand-up comedy, and showing short films. Alongside 
this, PTC host monthly gatherings for people to share their stories and connect with one 
another, and also a Mutual Mentoring Programme whereby Scottish civil servants are 
partnered with people with experiences of poverty and inequality in order to learn from one 
another. In the last few years, other ‘Poverty Truth’ groups have also formed in different 
parts of the UK, such as in Leeds, Salford, and West Cheshire; however, I do not examine 
these different groups here.  
 
Similar to the views of Forrester and Holman, central to PTC’s work is the belief that 
those who are impacted by policies and who experience the daily reality of poverty should 
be involved in shaping policies and actions to address poverty. This is often expressed 
through the phrase ‘nothing about us – without us – is for us’.2 In the past ten years, around 
ninety commissioners have taken part, with many remaining involved in long-term projects 
such as working groups on the ‘Cost of School’ or food poverty. This work is supported by 
a staff team of two to four people. PTC is a project under the ‘umbrella’ of Faith in 
Community Scotland (FiCS), an anti-poverty organisation encouraging faith communities 
to address inequality in Scotland. However, PTC is not a ‘faith organisation’, and this 
research does not include questions of partnerships between faith groups and community 
organisations, nor the faith practices of those involved in PTC.  
  
PTC’s work was a significant impetus for carrying out this research. I developed a 
connection with PTC having facilitated a brief reflection and planning day for their 
community in 2014. Prior to this, I had attended an initial event in the lead up to the 
formation of the first commission round in 2009, where people testified about their 
experiences of poverty in front of 400 people in Glasgow City Chambers. On the reflection 
day, the commissioners’ critical engagement with their practices of sharing stories raised 
crucial questions about ethical issues and the nature of changes brought about by sharing 
stories. Recognising the resonance of these questions with the wider contexts noted here, I 
discussed with Elaine Downie – the current co-ordinator who has been involved since the 
beginning of PTC ten years ago – the potential for a doctoral project that would support 
commissioners’ ongoing reflections on their practices of sharing their stories. 
                                                                                                                
2 This phrase has also been used by dis/ability movements and in the South African post-apartheid 
reconciliation process.  
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Beginning this research, I was conscious of the time and energy constraints on 
individual commissioners and PTC as an organisation. As I reflect in this thesis, I was aware 
that as a middle-class academic researcher I could not assume what research methods and 
questions would be relevant for testifying commissioners. Due to this, I decided to undertake 
the research in stages allowing for reflection and development between them:  
1.   The initial cycle of research, ‘Encountering Themes’ evaluated PTC’s ethics and 
values to then establish a more collaborative project that would be suited to 
PTC’s ways of working. This was supplemented by interviews with practitioners 
from five other organisations involved in sharing lived experiences to create 
social change.  
2.   Informed by themes generated in the initial cycle of research, I developed with 
PTC a creative project ‘Connecting Stories’. Planned and carried out in 
collaboration with a small group of testifying commissioners, this project 
facilitated testifying commissioners’ creative responses to the work of PTC and 
to their own experiences of sharing their stories. This included hosting an 
interactive exhibition for other commissioners and the wider public, encouraging 
participants’ responses to the creative pieces and to the wider work of addressing 
poverty through sharing stories.  
Drawing on the emerging field of creative arts-based research, Connecting Stories engaged 
commissioners’ embodied knowledge and meaning-making capacities to develop generative 
and evocative representations of their everyday lives and their commitments to addressing 
poverty. This creative collaboration with PTC deeply shaped not only the content of this 
research, but also my ways of practising research – my ways of knowing, being, and acting 
in the world as a practical theologian. As such, Connecting Stories stands at the heart of this 
research project. 
 
Austerity,  Poverty,  and  Contemporary  Theological  Responses    
 
The ongoing austerity regime in the UK, introduced in the wake of the 2007 financial crash, 
has disproportionately impacted people experiencing poverty, people with disabilities, BME 
women, and white women (Alston 2018; Emejulu and Bassel 2015; Cross 2013; Women’s 
Budget Group and Runnymede Trust 2017), particularly through the Coalition Government 
implementing ‘the deepest and most precipitate cuts ever made in social provision’ (Taylor-
Gooby 2013, viii). This has been accompanied by an intensive political and media discourse 
stigmatising welfare recipients in order to justify austerity, for example in the ‘scroungers’ 
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vs ‘strivers’ rhetoric (Briant, Watson, and Philo 2013; Crow 2014b; Crow and Zaiontz 2016; 
Tyler and Slater 2018). As I explore in chapter six, this rhetoric influences how people’s 
experiences of poverty and marginalisation are understood and interpreted in political, 
public, and theological contexts. The demonising of people in poverty is not new, nor is the 
need for careful theological reflection on the political rhetoric surrounding policy 
approaches to poverty, social exclusion, and welfare (Graham 2000). However, it is useful 
here to focus on austerity partly because PTC have maintained a focus on themes of welfare 
cuts and assessments under austerity, and thus austerity frames many of the stories heard 
and engaged in this research.  
 
To date, theological responses to austerity have predominantly emerged in political 
and public theologies, and where practical theology shares borders with these disciplines. 
These theologies are influenced by wider traditions surrounding questions of ecclesial social 
action and theological contributions to public life in (post)secular society (Graham and 
Rowlands 2005; Graham and Lowe 2009; Graham 2013a, 2017a; Forrester 1997, 2000, 
2005; Forrester, Storrar and Morton 2004; Kim 2011), and by increased attention to Catholic 
Social Teaching and Anglican traditions of the ‘common good’ for resourcing theological 
responses to social concerns (for example, Brown, Chaplin, Hughes, Rowlands, and Suggate 
2014; Bradstock and Russell 2017; the work of the William Temple Foundation). Debates 
surround faith organisations’ provision of welfare and care given cuts to public services and 
the roll-back of the welfare state; for example, many faith groups run foodbanks in response 
to the steep rise in food poverty, and moral and theological questions about foodbanks have 
been raised (Cameron 2014; Buckingham and Jolley 2015; Allen 2016; Pemberton 2019). 
Whilst there is a wider emphasis on framing these activities as distinctively Christian or 
theological contributions to public life (Bretherton 2010, 2015; Cameron, Bhatti, Duce, 
Sweeny, and Watkins 2010; Cameron, Reader, Slater, and Rowland 2012; Beaumont and 
Cloke 2012; Graham 2013a), there is also recognition that such practical responses can shape 
what it means to publicly articulate this theological character away from notions of stating 
‘propositional doctrine’ and toward ‘modes of discourse that are performative, sacramental, 
and incarnational’ (Graham 2017a, 122, 148). Luke Bretherton’s Resurrecting Democracy 
(2015) details London Citizen’s work in understanding the impact of the recession on 
‘ordinary people’ and the response of organising Living Wage campaigns, an example of the 
increased engagement in community organising in the UK (see also Bretherton 2010, 2017; 
Shannahan 2013; Ivereigh 2010; Rowland Jones 2016; the work of The Centre for Theology 
and Community). Although Bretherton indicates that listening to people’s stories is part of 
the process of community organising (2015, 123-125), his interest is in articulating a 
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political theology that recognises community organising as enabling religious associations 
to engage in and renew democratic life in postsecular society; as such, these stories do not 
appear in his theological account, in contrast to where practical theological methodologies 
engage lived experiences as the basis for theological reflection. 
 
These are useful approaches that contribute to a vital conversation in these areas; 
however, this research takes a different route to the theologies that focus on the contributions 
of faith groups in addressing the impact of austerity in postsecular society. There is the need 
to develop theologies that address the ‘cultural violence’ of the austerity regime – the 
discourse of deserving/undeserving poor and the blaming of people in poverty – alongside 
the material impact (Shannahan 2018). This work takes this crucial step in building 
responses in practical theology that pay attention to whose experiences – whose voices and 
knowledges – are engaged in developing theological responses to austerity and how such 
experiences are engaged. For this, it is important to turn to where practical theologies have 
developed productive resources for meaning-making with and through lived experiences. 
Furthermore, I suggest that in responding to austerity, practical theology benefits engaging 
with mujerista, feminist liberationist, and feminist postcolonial theological approaches, as 
these have wrestled with critical questions of power and knowledge in shaping theological 
responses to poverty and marginalisation (Goto 2018; Radford 2017). 
 
Troubling  the  Turn  to  Lived  Experience  in  Practical  Theology    
 
‘Lived experience’ is integral to practical theology, yet it remains contentious within the 
discipline. The turn to practice and lived experience has resulted in a ‘sea-change’ in 
practical theology, moving away from notions of ‘applied theology’ toward ‘theological 
reflection’, with a sense of practice and lived experience shaping and being shaped by 
theological understandings (Bennett, Graham, Pattison and Walton 2018, 63; Graham, 
Walton and Ward 2019, 3–4). However, questions of how to gather, interpret, and represent 
lived experiences, and to what ends, have become divisive issues in practical theology. These 
debates are theological and methodological in nature, showing the inseparability of the two 
and cutting to the heart of what it means to be ‘doing’ practical theology. As such, this 
research into practices of sharing lived experience sits at a critical fault-line in practical 
theology, revealing the conundrums and contradictions facing practical theologians (Miller-
McLemore and Mercer 2016). Although I briefly address these debates around methods for 
researching lived experience in in chapters two and three, I do not offer a detailed, ‘objective’ 
examination of the different approaches and the debates between them. Instead, I choose to 
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clearly locate myself within a poetic approach drawn from feminist postcolonial theologies, 
working with creative qualitative methods, and undertaking a reflexive examination of my 
methodology and methods. Yet, this partisan ‘siding’ with subjectivity, with reflexivity, with 
poetics, is neither a resolution nor an avoidance of the dilemmas and debates surrounding 
the role of lived experience in practical theology. Rather, I suggest that acknowledgement 
of and responsibility for the tensions, fault-lines, and possibilities of these approaches is a 
constructive way of engaging in practical theology.  
 
I seek to show that theological reflection with and through lived experiences is a 
complicated and uneasy process; yet, I argue that grappling with these dynamics is 
generative for our theological and political practices. Within practical theology, approaches 
of ‘constructive narrative theology’ have promoted narrative methods that consider ‘telling 
one’s story to offer the development of personal agency in generating coherent meaning 
from disparate life events’ (Walton 2002; Graham, Walton, and Ward 2019). However, as 
Elaine Graham, Heather Walton, and Frances Ward note, the enthusiastic claims made ‘by 
theologians from all traditions for the healing and redemptive qualities of storytelling’ often 
fail to remain with the disturbing and discomforting aspects of lived experience stories and 
of constructing theologies with these stories (2019, 83). They argue that ‘by moving through 
narrative and into poetics, contemporary theologians are seeking to remind us that new wine 
cannot be contained in old skins; new modes and registers of meaning must be created that 
are accountable to the painful realities that confront us’ (2019, 83). This highlights the 
possibilities of remaining accountable to the disruptive nature of lived experiences through 
poetics, as poetics gestures to where traumatic experiences are not easily told nor 
represented, and to where such experiences testify to our world as both wounded and also 
woven through with marvels in the everyday.  
 
 As a growing area of interest in practical theology, poetics is also particularly useful 
for this research as it offers critical attention to the activity of meaning-making, and to the 
transformative aspects of meaning-making. Although ‘theopoetics’ has received more 
attention in constructive theologies (for example, Keller 1986, 2014, 2017; Caputo 2006; 
Rivera 2015; Rambo 2010), Heather Walton has argued that not only there is greater scope 
for poetic practical theologies, but also that practical theologians are already working 
poetically in their construction and creation of meaning (2012, 2014, 2019). As I explore in 
this thesis through the poetic approaches of Rebecca Chopp, Mayra Rivera, Heather Walton, 
and Michel de Certeau, by directing attention to what is often overlooked by totalising 
systems, poetics disrupts and reshapes theological practices and public life. In this way, 
    
18 
poetic approaches highlight the political nature of theological knowledge-making, 
responsive to both who and what has been typically excluded from meaning-making 
practices in theology.  
 
However, poetics does not offer a clear path for engaging with others in practical 
theological research; it cannot be translated into particular research methods for gathering, 
interpreting, and representing lived experiences. As a result, I draw on the emerging 
trajectory of creative qualitative research in practical theology as this resonates with poetic 
emphasis on the activity of creating, constructing, and fashioning meaning in theological 
research (Bennett et al. 2018, 152–5; Moschella 2018; Goto 2016b). Recognising that 
qualitative research methods also make claims to the transformative nature of working with 
lived experiences, I discuss where feminist, poststructuralist, and postcolonial approaches 
critique practices of constructing voice, reflexivity, and prioritising participatory and 
collaborative research. I seek to ask: what would a research practice that enacts these 
practices in collaboration with a grassroots organisation offer to a theological understanding 
of the connections between power and knowledge in the practices of sharing lived 
experiences? How might this inform claims to transformation in practical theological 
research surrounding lived experiences and also in political and activist practices of sharing 
lived experiences in public? In this way, this thesis contributes to practical theology by 
problematising the hermeneutics of lived experience in practical theology, and by 
constructing a methodology for making theology with and through the disruptive nature of 
lived experiences.  
 
The  Structure  of  this  Thesis      
 
This thesis progresses through seven chapters; however, this is not a strictly linear 
progression, as I offer returns and re-formings of key themes, much like musical repetitions 
that offer restatements of central concepts. These ‘returns’ enable me to engage in the two 
levels of this thesis: firstly, the level of conducting collaborative research with PTC to 
analyse their activist practices of sharing lived experiences. Secondly, the ‘meta’ level, in 
which I construct and examine this methodology of making theology with and through lived 
experiences, gaining insight into the nature and performance of practical theology. Yet this 
is not a two-stage process; rather, I move between the two levels as they inform one another, 
using the returns and re-formings to bring together critical elements from textual and 
theoretical sources with the understandings emerging through research with PTC, and to 
reflexively consider my own practising of theological research. Given the central focus in 
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this thesis on questions of power and knowledge in how lived experiences are interpreted 
and represented in practical theology, I give more space in the initial chapters than might be 
expected for a doctoral thesis in practical theology to issues of methodology and methods 
before moving to discuss my collaboration with PTC.  
 
 In chapter one, I review how theologians Ada María Isasi-Díaz, Rebecca Chopp, 
and Mayra Rivera understand the relationship between: lived experiences of oppression; the 
creative practices that give expression to those experiences; and transformation. Beginning 
with these theologians situates this thesis in how lived experiences of marginalised groups 
are represented and interpreted within theology, and also how the creative expression of 
these experiences discloses transcendence, disrupting and reshaping theological and public 
practices. Isasi-Díaz, Chopp, and Rivera offer different lenses on sharing lived experiences 
of marginalisation for transformation, yet reading their work together provides critical 
attention to both who and what has been excluded from dominant theological ways of 
knowing, particularly the alternative ways of knowing enmeshed in the everyday, material 
lives of people surviving and struggling against oppression.  
 
 In chapter two, I draw on these dynamics to develop a methodological approach of 
‘passionate ambivalence’ in practical theology, an approach responsive to its own 
entanglement in power relations in engaging with lived experiences. Through the work of 
Courtney Goto and Marcella Althaus-Reid, I address where lived experiences of 
marginalised communities are often recuperated into existing theological categories and 
containers that misrepresent the complexities of these embodied experiences. I then engage 
poetic approaches to articulate practical theology as an ambivalent process of making with 
and through multivalent and troubling lived experiences. I suggest this approach ‘risks 
transformation’ through attention to complexity and relationality, to fragments, and to 
particularity and alterity in encounters as ways of maintaining an ethical responsiveness to 
others in research. 
 
From this, I turn to qualitative research methods in practical theology. In chapter 
three I note where research methods are at the heart of debates around lived experience and 
transformation in practical theology, and I locate this research within the emerging strand of 
creative qualitative research. I examine methods of ethnography, autoethnography, 
theological action research, and creative arts-based research, indicating their suitability for 
engaging with PTC’s practices of sharing lived experience stories. I discuss where the 
transformative, ethical promise in these methods is enmeshed in practices of constructing 
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voice, reflexivity, and prioritising participatory and collaborative research, and I examine 
the challenges and contradictions of such practices. 
 
Chapter four documents the development of the collaborative research process with 
PTC. I detail the initial cycle of research ‘Encountering Themes’, attentive to the ethical 
dynamics involved in this research. I then outline the emerging strands from the initial cycle 
in order to indicate how responding to these themes influenced the development of this 
research process. From this, I describe the second cycle of research, the collaborative 
creative project ‘Connecting Stories’, reflexively considering the power involved in my role 
as researcher. 
 
Chapter five is the most clearly poetic aspect of this work, creatively presenting the 
material gathered in the qualitative research. I construct for the reader a path through the 
Connecting Stories project, bringing together aspects of the interactive exhibition alongside 
the collaborative and creative process. The chapter works through six sections, each section 
opening with textual and visual impressions of the exhibition alongside participants’ 
reflections on the exhibition; this is followed by ethnographic and autoethnographic 
vignettes documenting the development of the project through planning, creative workshops, 
making the exhibition, to finally taking the exhibition down. Although refusing a sense of 
complete knowledge of others, the text is offered as a site of encounter with testifying 
commissioners’ lived experiences, and with my own embodied experiences. 
 
Chapter six analyses how poetic practices that engage lived experiences can disrupt 
the material and cultural aspects of marginalisation in the age of austerity. I argue that many 
of the stories heard in this research testify to ‘cultures of disbelief and judgement’ in which 
people’s experiences of poverty, dis/ability, and seeking refuge are routinely treated with 
suspicion, demonstrating where this impacts people’s access to material resources and also 
how their experiences are ‘heard’ in public. I discuss the work of artist-activist Liz Crow 
alongside Connecting Stories as examples of creative practices that share lived experiences 
of the sharp end of austerity. Turning to the poetics of Michel de Certeau, I consider the 
relationship between everyday poetic practices and cultural transformation. From this, I 
argue that poetic interventions disrupt cultures of disbelief and judgement by holding open 
spaces for plural and particular everyday experiences and by affirming the meaning-making 
capacities of those living at the sharp end of austerity.  
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I draw together this thesis in chapter seven through a series of concluding, 
interrupting, and transforming moves. Engaging both analytic and poetic styles that enact 
the tensions and contradictions in this work, I reflect on taking this approach of ‘passionate 
ambivalence’ for addressing the transformative nature of sharing lived experiences of 
marginalisation. Responding to the fragile, temporal nature of encountering others’ ongoing 
lived experiences, I argue that the poetic approach adopted in this thesis enables a focus on 
the everyday nature of transformation. In this chapter, I stage three ‘interruptions’ to my 
argument, indicating where only a disruptive, poetic style can express what has been 
encountered in this research, namely: reflexivity through chronic pain and illness; the 
fragility of theological making with others’ ongoing experiences; and encountering the 
sacred in creative acts of making.  
 
Finally, I offer a brief ‘postscript’ summary of the thesis, highlighting where 
practising a poetic theological making in relation to experiences of addressing poverty and 
marginalisation offers contributions to the field of practical theology and to the practices of 
sharing lived experiences in varied activist and academic settings.  
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Figure 1. Photo. 'My story is...' 
  
  
 
Figure 2. Photo. Artists' book made from PTC reflection session responses. 
     
    
23 
1.Transformation  through  Creative  Practices  
 
 
This chapter traces the dynamics between creative practices, lived experiences of 
oppression, and transformation in the theologies of Ada María Isasi-Díaz, Rebecca Chopp, 
and Mayra Rivera. Reviewing each theologian in turn, I explore their understandings of how 
creative practices, in being attentive to experiences of oppression, can give rise to 
transformative possibilities. I use the term ‘creative practices’ here to refer to the range of 
narrative and poetic practices discussed by Isasi-Díaz, Chopp, and Rivera, including oral 
storytelling, literature, poetry, visual art, performance, liturgy, and theology.  
 
 By beginning with the work of Cuban American mujerista theologian Isasi-Díaz, I 
ground this chapter in a theological approach in which a grassroots community sharing their 
stories of struggling against oppression is itself a liberative praxis. Throughout her work, 
Isasi-Díaz elaborated a mujerista theology from the experiences of Hispanic and Latina 
women. Engaging with her work roots this research in attention to the embodied, relational, 
everyday knowledge-making practices of grassroots communities, and to the ways sharing 
grassroots narratives envisions and enacts alternative relationships with others, society, and 
the divine.  
 
 I then move to consider the ‘poetics of testimony’ in the work of white North 
American feminist liberation theologian Rebecca Chopp. Taking ‘testimony’ to be the voices 
and experiences of those who suffer oppression, in two key works Chopp argues that the 
moral summons issued by these testimonies can reshape theological and public discourses 
through a poetics attentive to forms of expression and to communities that have been 
excluded from these discourses. Drawing on Chopp’s work here indicates the necessity of 
poetic approaches attentive to fragmented language and silences in testimony, through which 
transcendence breaks in, transforming the public sphere as a place of solidarity, empathy, 
and connection.  
 
 Thirdly, I discuss Puerto Rican postcolonial feminist theologian Mayra Rivera’s 
poetic approach that continues this responsiveness to fragmented language and silences. 
Drawing on multiple literary, poetic, theological, and theoretical sources to explore the 
materiality of social discourses, Rivera suggests the possibilities of creative, performative 
interventions that can transform the ongoing impact of gendered, racialised, and colonial 
legacies on social-material relations. Engaging Rivera’s poetic approach here enables 
attention to the interconnections of the discursive, the material, and the transcendent in the 
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complexity of corporeal relations, and that it is precisely these embodied relations that give 
rise to transformative possibilities.  
 
 By way of conclusion, I note how the similarities and differences in their approaches 
highlight that transformation is linked to language and discourse, and also to the materiality 
of social discourses, and, furthermore, to the activity of transcendence in and through our 
worldly relations. Exploring their work also raises questions about the nature and practise of 
theology, especially in relation to the voices and ways of knowing that have been 
traditionally excluded from theological praxis.  
 
Ada  María  Isasi-­Díaz    
  
Throughout her work, Isasi-Díaz’s commitment to the lived experiences of Hispanic and 
Latina women offered a critical, creative development of a mujerista theology. The 
elaboration of ‘women-centred theologies’, she states, has required the invention of 
‘different ways of listening to each other, of understanding knowledge and religion and their 
functions’ (2002, 5). Isasi-Díaz engages Hispanic and Latina women’s stories by drawing 
on ‘meta-ethnographic methods’; these involve using interviews and group workshops to 
gather women’s accounts of their daily lives, interpreting these through a process of 
synthesis that values both differences and similarities in order to create key themes (2004a). 
Crucial to this process of interpretation is the maintenance of the ‘central metaphors’ and 
concepts in each of the women’s accounts so that the different accounts are not incorporated 
into each other or considered ‘the same’; rather, the voices of the women ‘are specific, but 
they resonate with other Latinas’ (2004a, 142). This interpretive activity creates a wider 
mujerista narrative, and Isasi-Díaz states her hope that ‘a mujerista narrative that gathers and 
weaves together stories can be instrumental in creating a “cosmos of meaning” that enables 
new consciousness and creativity’ (2004b, 63). Furthermore, Isasi-Díaz’s expressive 
autoethnographic accounts provide reflections on her experiences and positionality as a 
middle-class Cuban American in relation to the grassroots Hispanic and Latina women 
involved in her research, and she often narrates the shifts in her own learning due to hearing 
their stories. As Kwok Pui-lan notes, ‘although many Third World feminist theologians have 
emphasized the use of storytelling as a method of doing theology, few have developed an 
elaborate methodology on how to incorporate stories as Ada has presented to us’ (2011, 35). 
In order to review this approach to storytelling as a liberative theological praxis, I focus on 
the central themes of: lo cotidiano; moral agency; sharing subversive narratives; and 
participation.  
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Lo  Cotidiano    
 
Central to Isasi-Díaz’s theology is the gathering and elaboration of Hispanic and Latina 
women’s stories and narratives, which she sees as emerging from and ‘entrenched’ in ‘lo 
cotidiano, the day-to-day reality that grounds the lived experiences of Hispanas/Latinas’ 
(2004b, 50). Isasi-Díaz indicates that lo cotidiano is a ‘complex concept’, relating to the 
material, relational, descriptive, and interpretive qualities of the lived experiences of the 
everyday, and it roots her understanding of liberative praxis. For Isasi-Díaz, lo cotidiano has 
been overlooked in liberation theologies in favour of structural change, and so structural 
changes ‘have not come about or lasted’ (2002, 7). This is because lo cotidiano is often seen 
as ‘belonging to the personal sphere’ and lacking ‘political consequences’, however, Isasi-
Díaz argues ‘it is in the struggle about lo cotidiano that often sparks the great movements 
for justice, showing the political implications of everyday reality’ (2011, 55, italics original). 
In this way, lo cotidiano is a focus for understanding the outworking of the liberative praxis 
of grassroots communities, and as Michelle Gonzalez comments, lo cotidiano has been of 
central interest to Isasi-Díaz, beginning with a focus on bringing the ‘voices of everyday 
Latinas’ into academic theology and being developed into ‘a sophisticated concept that is 
fundamental to understanding her research project’ (2011, 29–30).  
 
 Suggesting it is better to ‘describe it than to define it’, Isasi-Díaz argues that lo 
cotidiano is our engagement with the material world, which includes the physical, historical, 
and cultural elements that influence how we relate to and evaluate our relationship to the 
world (2002, 8). As she summarises, lo cotidiano is ‘necessarily entangled in material life 
and is a key element of the structuring of social relations and its limits’ (2002, 8). She 
considers this to involve how various factors such as work, poverty, class, gender, ethnicity, 
and race have influenced people’s experiences, as well as religion, community, and family 
(2002, 8; 1996, 66–67; 2011, 49). Working at the level of lo cotidiano is then to recognise 
the multiple forms of oppression experienced by grassroots Hispanic and Latina women, as 
the specificity and concreteness of lo cotidiano moves away from essentialisms (1996, 69; 
2002, 9). Lo cotidiano provides a vital orientation toward valuing differences and 
‘generating shared meanings’ in developing liberative theologies and social practices (2011, 
50). Isasi-Díaz clarifies that she refers primarily to the cotidiano of grassroots Hispanic and 
Latinx communities, which is different to the cotidiano of dominant groups (2011, 50).   
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As an example, Isasi-Díaz offers a provocative discussion of her own somewhat 
mundane encounter with a woman and her son at a bus stop one Sunday morning; that there 
is nothing ‘extra-ordinary’ about the encounter challenges us to be attentive to the elements 
of everyday life we often overlook (2011, 53–54). The young son was neatly dressed, 
looking healthy and rested; the woman looked dishevelled, tired, and thin, consuming a 
convenience store doughnut and coffee. Isasi-Díaz reflects that whilst in the long run a pack 
of coffee would be cheaper for the woman, it would require more money up front, money 
that the woman may have had to use for washing and feeding her son, and for their bus fare. 
This leads Isasi-Díaz to consider the various decisions the woman would have had to make 
already that morning about her values and commitments and notes that, in contrast, she 
herself has had to make none, given her ability to afford food and travel. She states: 
those of us with resources often go through the day without having to think 
much about how to feed and dress ourselves, how to pay for transportation 
to get where we are going, or to pay for doing the laundry. It is at this level 
of facing the particularity and specificity of everyday life that grassroots 
people – Latinas – embrace lo cotidiano and in doing so, lo cotidiano 
becomes the space – time and place – where they exercise their moral 
agency and determine who they are, who they become, and how they live 
their lives. (2011, 52)  
 
Isasi-Díaz notes that those of us with privilege and economic resources often overlook these 
aspects of oppression because we do not have to worry about them, nor do we want to 
understand ‘the connection between what some of us have and what this woman does not 
have’ (2011, 55). Although this example focuses on Isasi-Díaz’s reflections rather than the 
woman’s own account, it highlights the choices and experiences often considered ‘trite’ in 
academic discussions, as well as indicating Isasi-Díaz’s reflexive engagement with her own 
location in complex structures of oppression (2011, 55).  
 
 Lo cotidiano has a descriptive function, as grassroots communities telling their 
stories illustrates both the oppressions faced by these communities and also their active 
struggles against oppression and poverty, their everyday forms of survival and resistance. In 
‘telling their stories’, grassroots women are enabled to ‘know and understand the reality that 
surrounds them’ rather than ‘facing an idea about it’ or the way those in power have 
portrayed the world to them (2002, 13). This descriptive function, argues Isasi-Díaz, enables 
the emergence of ‘new narratives’ arising from the realities of grassroots communities, in 
which they can ‘see themselves as moral subjects’; as such, it is a key part of the processes 
of conscientisation (2002, 11).  
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 Additionally, Isasi-Díaz names the critical interpretive value of lo cotidiano. She 
states that it ‘also includes the way we Latinas consider actions, discourse, norms, 
established social roles, and our own selves’ (1996, 66). In exploring lo cotidiano as 
‘everyday reality’, Isasi-Díaz argues that it is ‘not only what is but also the interpretive 
framework we use to understand what is’ (2011, 49), highlighting the contextual, subjective 
nature of how people see and understand their reality (2002, 12). As I discuss below, 
recognising this subjectivity calls into question accounts that are held up as ‘objective’ 
dominant social norms. Isasi-Díaz articulates that this subjective, interpretive aspect of lo 
cotidiano is crucial to the possibilities of change, as it is ‘a powerful point of reference from 
where to begin to imagine a different world, a different societal structure, a different way of 
relating to the divine (or to what we consider transcendental/radical immanence), as well as 
a different way of relating to ourselves: to who we are and what we do’ (2011, 49). Here, 
Isasi-Díaz indicates the sharing of lived experience stories, due to these stories being 
enmeshed in lo cotidiano, enables the envisioning and enacting of ‘alternative symbolic 
orders’ (2011, 49).  
 
Lo cotidiano thus provides an orientation not only toward what people know, but 
also how they know. Isasi-Díaz argues that lo cotidiano not only points to grassroots 
Hispanic and Latina women’s ‘capacity to know but also highlights features of their 
knowing’ (1996, 68). For Isasi-Díaz, knowing is not only a systematic, logical process, but 
is also embodied and creative. Arguing for a re-conception of what is considered ‘rational’, 
she states that ‘the whole mystery of existence’ and what we ‘know, conclude and express’ 
from our emotions, senses, desires, and imagination can contribute to and result in ‘rational 
thinking’ (2004a, 184). Furthermore, the complexity of everyday experience means that 
theological language – in being woven from lo cotidiano – includes not only ‘linear logical 
argumentation’ but must also include ‘prophetic denunciation, songs and poems of protest 
and hope, lamentations and language of consolation […] liturgical rituals, street 
demonstrations, and protest actions’ (2004a, 184). In this way, Isasi-Díaz recognises the 
multiple creative forms that grassroots stories and the theological narratives emerging from 
them can take. 
 
 Taking seriously these critical interpretive aspects of lo cotidiano means recognising 
that what is shared in lived experience stories is more than ‘information’ or ‘raw material’ 
about daily life, as these stories also communicate the meaning-making practices of 
grassroots communities. Isasi-Díaz’s articulation of lo cotidiano calls for theologians to take 
seriously not just what grassroots communities know, but also their ways of knowing, the 
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way they ‘see and understand reality’ (1996, 68). As indicated above, this knowledge is 
embodied, situated in familial, cultural, societal, and global relations, inherited and habitual; 
yet can also be ‘conscientised’ through the questioning of these factors and a critical 
reproduction of practices of knowing. However, Christopher Tirres notes that Isasi-Díaz 
does not present in her work a clear indication of how people move from their daily 
experiences to a ‘conscientised’ awareness of the everyday that enables them to ‘construct 
an alternative symbolic order out of their experience of lo cotidiano’ (Tirres 2014, 316).  
 
 Despite the centrality of lo cotidiano to her work, Isasi-Díaz is also aware of the 
limitations. She suggests that it cannot become a romanticised notion, the ethical principle 
or norm in mujerista theology; rather mujerista theology is always judged against being a 
liberative praxis (1996, 69). Drawing on Latin American liberation theologians, particularly 
Gustavo Gutiérrez, Isasi-Díaz articulates liberation as participation in God’s salvific activity 
in history, which she sees as flowing from God’s essence as love (1996, 89–90). In this view, 
liberation is ‘realized in concrete events’ in history, but these historical events are only 
‘eschatological glimpses’ pointing to a ‘more comprehensive and concrete realization’ 
(2004a, 53). However, Isasi-Díaz indicates this realisation of ‘redemptive reality’ is not 
‘something apart from our daily reality: it is part of our daily living; it impacts the situations 
we face day in and day out’ (2004a, 4). Ultimately, Isasi-Díaz’s emphasis on liberation is 
nuanced through these lived everyday experiences of grassroots communities’ struggles 
against oppression and is intimately tied to the critical interpretive praxis of grassroots 
communities and the envisioning of justice woven from their stories and narratives. As she 
summarises, ‘the recognition and valuing’ of oppressed people’s ‘subjugated knowledge are 
intrinsic to their liberation, which is indeed part and partial [sic] of the flourishing of all life’ 
(2011, 56).  
  
Moral  Agency    
 
For Isasi-Díaz, Hispanic and Latina women’s stories of their lived experience are both a 
product of and exemplify critical reflective activity in their daily lives. Taking a definition 
of praxis as ‘critical reflective action’, she argues that praxis is central to everyday life 
(2004a, 176–7). She states: ‘Latinas produce practical reality as they struggle to survive. The 
telling of their stories shows how their struggle to survive is a praxis: a critical reflective 
action. This is obvious in their decision making, which is not something they sit down to do 
apart from their daily struggles’ (2004a, 176). Isasi-Díaz articulates mujerista theology itself 
as a praxis, rather than seeing theology as the ‘reflection’ aspect of the relationship between 
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action and reflection (2004a, 180). As a liberative praxis, mujerista theology enables 
‘Latinas to grasp better their daily lives so that they can more effectively struggle for survival 
and liberation’ (2004a, 105).  
 
 Telling stories exemplifies and is a product of praxis, enabling Hispanic and Latina 
women to see themselves as moral agents. For Isasi-Díaz, the ‘main preoccupation’ of 
mujerista theology as a liberative praxis is ‘the moral agency of Latinas’ (2004a, 176). 
Describing the gathering and presenting of women’s voices as a theological method, Isasi-
Díaz states: ‘one of our goals has been to enable this development of their moral agency, 
not by analyzing their religious understandings and practices but rather by seeing how they 
construct those understandings and practices’ (2004a, 82). Repeatedly affirming Hispanas 
and Latinas as moral agents with critical consciousness, Isasi-Díaz also reminds us that 
critical consciousness is not a given but requires constant striving, especially given shifting 
contexts in the ongoing struggle for liberation.  
 
 Isasi-Díaz reflects on her own learning process in coming to see moral agency as 
part of everyday life. In interviewing Hispanas and Latinas about their decision-making 
processes, she felt at first that the women were not answering her questions, before realising 
that they did not see their decision-making as a separate from everyday life. The women 
‘see and understand it within the much broader scope of what constitutes the fibre of their 
moral being. They quite appropriately resisted dissecting their experiences in order to 
identify processes of decision making’ (2004a, 133). In this, Isasi-Díaz insightfully relates 
the shifts often necessary in theological research for recognising the kinds of meaning-
making practised by grassroots communities. 
 
 Hispanic and Latina women seeing themselves as moral agents is crucial for being 
able to imagine themselves in a new way, as subjects of their own history (2004b, 48). This 
is important for Isasi-Díaz in distinguishing between grassroots women as active agents 
who ‘struggle’ against oppression, as opposed to passive objects who ‘suffer’ oppression. 
Noting that lived experiences of struggle is what locates all oppressed people, she argues 
that to ‘consider suffering as what locates us would mean that we understand ourselves not 
as a moral subject but one acted upon by the oppressors’ (2004a, 178). Suggesting that this 
is a different approach to several Latin American and feminist liberation theologians, she 
argues that it is not oppression or suffering that defines Hispanas and Latinas, but being ‘en 
la lucha’, in the struggle against oppression (2004a, 229, 178; 1996, 129–32). This is not 
ignoring or negating suffering but a refusal to see value in suffering or taking it as a defining 
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principle, in other words refusing to romanticise suffering; Isasi-Díaz notes this has been 
problematic in Christianity where the virtue of suffering as has been used to control the 
poor and oppressed (1996, 129). Isasi-Díaz argues that ‘central to self-understanding is not 
suffering oppression, but rather our struggle to overcome that oppression and to survive’, 
and survival is enmeshed with self-definition and self-determination in situations where 
Latina and Hispanic women are systematically prevented from doing so economically and 
culturally (2004a, 31, 43). Drawing on womanist theologian M. Shawn Copeland, Isasi-
Díaz summarises: ‘it is the struggle against oppression and poverty and for liberation that 
is central to who we are’ (1996, 132). However, Isasi-Díaz negotiates moral agency in 
mujerista theology away from the individualistic concept as in modern theology, instead 
grounding it in communities who struggle against oppression and as relational subjects who 
strive to ‘conceive our preferred future and work toward liberation’ (2004a, 178; 2004b, 
48). 
 
Sharing  Subversive  Narratives    
 
For Isasi-Diaz, creating personal stories and constructing shared narratives enables 
grassroots Hispanic and Latina women to give shape to their experiences and recognise 
them as valid sources of knowledge. She states:  
as we create/tell/construct our own stories we also enter into the process of 
understanding ourselves, of understanding better how we have lived. We 
come to realise that our experiences are not a string of individual and 
unrelated events but that they are our lives. They are events in our lives to 
which we give sense and meaning with the values and beliefs we hold. 
(2004b, 37) 
 
Defining narrative as ‘a tool used to organise lived-experiences into meaningful episodes’, 
she argues that this narrative activity enables a person to ‘give meaning to her life’, but also 
stresses that this is within the ‘historical and cultural context’ (2004b, 54). Throughout her 
work Isasi-Díaz highlights the power of words and language, stating that words ‘not only 
make it possible for us to know the meaning we have given our lives, words also make 
present, they make real that which they signify’ (2004b, 38).  
 
 Through sharing stories together, grassroots women reflect on their experiences and 
connect them with others in the group, whilst also exploring various aspects of their social 
context. Isasi-Díaz states that as ‘speaking subjects’, Hispanas and Latinas bring in various 
elements of their social context such as race, class, and gender (2004b, 58). However, Isasi-
Díaz does not see context as a determinative ‘script’, but rather, as Maria Lugones argues, 
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context is a ‘dynamic process through which the individual simultaneously shapes and is 
shaped by her environment’ (2004b, 58; quoting Lugones 199, 41–42). Recognising these 
various aspects of context enables Hispanic and Latina women to make sense of the 
experiences that have shaped them and, crucially, to construct alternative narratives for 
shaping their context and reality.  
 
 Constructing these alternative narratives is, for Isasi-Díaz, connected to liberation. 
Drawing on Michel Foucault’s work on discourse, Isasi-Díaz identifies that narratives point 
toward questions of subjectivity, enabling a clearer view of the way interpretations are 
claims to and struggles over power (2004b, 64). Mujerista narratives, woven from lived 
experience stories, ‘suggest that meanings are always social constructs and that language is 
not an abstract system, but is always socially and historically located in discourses. 
Discourses represent political interests and in consequence are constantly vying for status 
and power’ (2004b, 64). Echoing discussions surrounding lo cotidiano, here Isasi-Díaz 
articulates that the subjective nature of mujerista narratives provokes recognition that 
dominant narratives emerge from the subjective experiences of dominant groups, despite 
their claims to objectivity (2004a, 183). For Isasi-Díaz, mujerista narratives are discourses 
operating in society and can impact society by challenging and changing accepted and 
oppressive dominant social discourses; ‘subjectivity and consciousness, as socially 
produced in language…[are] a site of struggle and potential change’ (2004b, 64, adaptations 
Isasi-Diaz; quoting Weedon 1997, 40). Recognising that mujerista narratives are not 
currently powerful discourses because they are not widely known, Isasi-Díaz identifies the 
task of mujerista theology as circulating and providing a platform for these narratives so 
that they can have this social impact (2004b, 64).  
 
 Furthermore, mujerista narratives reveal the kinds of knowledges rejected by 
dominant epistemic systems. Isasi-Díaz identifies mujerista narratives as ‘subversive 
narratives’, revealing what has been ‘suppressed and ignored by society and the academy’ 
(2004b, 57). She draws on Foucault to indicate that this is because the dominant group 
disqualifies these knowledges as being ‘insufficiently elaborated’ or ‘inadequate to their 
task’, in other words, as outside the forms of knowledge accepted and valued in the 
dominant discourse (2004b, 57, quotes from Foucault 1980, 82). She contends that vital to 
mujerista theology is questioning not only the contents of the dominant discourse but also 
‘the methods used in setting such a discourse and, in questioning the methods used, it also 
questions the contents’ (2004b, 57). In this way, mujerista narratives are subversive because 
they reveal both the knowledge that has been suppressed, and also the ways of knowing 
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that have been ignored or subdued, echoing the discussion of lo cotidiano. Isasi-Díaz 
summarises:  
these subversive narratives begin to break the hegemonic discourse by 
insisting that Hispanas/Latinas lived-experiences and the narratives woven 
from them are legitimate sources of knowledge, vehicles used to pass on 
from generation to generation understandings that make it possible for 
Hispanas/Latinas to live with a modicum of self-definition. (2004b, 56)  
 
In this, Isasi-Díaz suggests that these narratives offer ‘counterhegemonic insight’ because 
the lives they portray defy dominant ‘rules’ and ‘uncover quiet but effective forms of 
resistance’ (2004b, 56). 
 
Participation    
 
Isasi-Díaz sees sharing stories and narratives from Hispanic and Latina women’s lived 
experiences as a form of participation in liberative theological and democratic practices. 
Participation is a critical concept in Isasi-Díaz’s articulation of justice, as she notes that 
‘without the participation of those who suffer injustice in the institutions, norms and 
practices that affect our lives, justice will not be accomplished’ (2004b, 1). Picking up the 
emphasis in Latin American liberation theologies on the participation of poor and oppressed 
people in ‘making justice a reality’, Isasi-Diaz indicates the aim is not a ‘correct 
articulation’ or systematic theory of justice, but rather ‘an effective justice-seeking praxis’ 
that reflects ongoing changes in the everyday lives of grassroots communities (2004b, 1; 
1996, 109, 116–7). Drawing on the work of feminist political theorist Iris Marion Young, 
Isasi-Díaz considers that mujerista narratives make claims to justice by enabling others to 
understand these experiences and claims (2004b, 49–50).  
 
 However, Isasi-Díaz is also concerned with where the narratives and participation 
of grassroots communities can be co-opted by those in power. She argues that whilst 
Hispanic and Latina women can be ‘round the table’, there can still be a failure to hear what 
is said, or to analyse the operations of power in current social organisation that prevent the 
full participation of grassroots women (1996, 136; 2004a, 198). Working with Young’s 
articulation, Isasi-Díaz suggests that participation requires recognising the ‘particularity 
and multiplicity of practices, cultural symbols, and the ways of relating’ whilst also resisting 
setting up universal categories (2004a, 199; quoting Young 1990, 169). In short, efforts at 
participation require consideration of where simply including oppressed others in existing 
practices fails to consider how those practices – the running of meetings and business, the 
administering of public interest (2004a, 198), the shaping of theological education and 
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conferences, the organising of activist groups – excludes others through continuing the 
dominant cultural norms.  
 
 Similarly, Isasi-Díaz evaluates where the participation of grassroots communities 
has been overlooked or co-opted in theological discourse. In discussing claims for the 
‘preferential option’ for the poor, Isasi-Díaz argues that all liberative theologies must 
themselves produce the recognition that oppressed groups engaged in the struggle for 
survival and liberation ‘are capable of speaking our own world, naming our own reality, 
reflecting upon and making explicit our own religious understandings and practices’ 
(2004a, 187). However, noting the oxymoron in the term, Isasi-Díaz is critical of where the 
‘preferential option’ has been watered down, precisely because academic theologians are 
not in touch with their own or grassroots communities’ cotidiano, considering it ‘trite’ and 
failing to see it as a source of knowledge (2011, 57). As a result, theological praxis involves 
recognising that all theologies are shaped by their relationship to multiple structures of 
oppression, and the only corrective to the distortions of this are through dialogue with 
others, specifically with poor women around the world (2008, 381–2).  
 
Summary  
 
Isasi-Díaz sees the sharing of lived experience narratives as a liberative praxis in that it 
foregrounds the alternative knowledge-making practices of grassroots communities, 
develops their moral agency, highlights the subjective nature of dominant norms, and 
enables participation in envisioning and enacting just social and political relations. 
Recognising that the impact of mujerista theology as a liberative praxis may not be 
immediate or significant, Isasi-Díaz argues that in the face of ‘government and dominant-
class hegemonic control in the society in which we Latinas live’, the creation of spaces for 
self-determination through this praxis ‘continues to be an effective way of struggling for 
our liberation’ (2004a, 187).   
 
However, Kwok Pui-lan is critical of Isasi-Díaz connecting agency and narrative 
activity. Writing from an Asian postcolonial feminist perspective, she raises multiple 
questions, which are worth quoting at length:  
What is the process of self-fashioning that is going on in the story-telling 
process? ‘Speaking for oneself’ is never an easy and unambiguous process, 
especially when one constantly navigates between two cultures and 
languages. For example, are there silences and ellipses in the narratives? 
Where are the tensions and contradictions in their answers and their stories? 
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Can one deal with the moral ambiguities and inconsistencies when one 
worldview collides with another in the process of negotiating multiple 
identities? How does granting the subject status of ‘moral agency’ to these 
Hispanic women enable the researcher to hear, and at the same time, obstruct 
her from hearing other things? (2011, 35) 
 
Kwok’s critical insights challenge Isasi-Díaz’s reliance on the relation between voice, 
narrative, and agency, especially as postcolonial feminist theologies and critical 
ethnographies have critiqued narrative as providing transparent access to unified subject 
and the use of ‘voice as empowerment’ metaphors, which will be explored in chapter three. 
Yet this does not negate Isasi-Díaz’s approach but should be placed alongside her own 
explorations of power in her role as a researcher and her emphasis on learning with all 
oppressed peoples. Kwok states, ‘I want to think about these questions with Ada because 
like her, I am struggling with the question: How can a theologian and an intellectual work 
with grassroots women in the community’ (2011, 35). Isasi-Díaz also notes this value of 
thinking with others, as she reflects, ‘in the long run mujerista theology, understood as a 
functioning liberative praxis, will contribute to the creation of new constructs within new 
paradigms that will always be in the process of being developed and that will remain open 
to the critique arising out of the lived-experience of Latinas and other oppressed peoples’ 
(2004a, 181).  
 
Rebecca  Chopp  
 
Chopp’s work on feminist liberationist theology focuses on narrative and language as sites 
for addressing power differentials, especially within theological practices. For example, in 
engaging the experiences of students who have previously been excluded from academic 
theological education due to discrimination around gender, sexuality, race, and ethnicity, 
Chopp explores the need for literature and poetry in students’ composing of their lives in 
ways that enable them to survive and envision new forms of theological praxis (1995, 19–
45). Chopp considers that addressing exclusions cannot be through incorporation into 
dominant practices or correcting dominant metaphors, instead this requires transformation 
of the social-symbolic order, which she defines as ‘the values and hidden rules that run 
through present linguistic practices, social codes and psychic orderings’ (1989, 6–7). For the 
purposes of this study, I focus on Chopp’s influential articulation of the ‘poetics of 
testimony’, as this is where Chopp explores the relationship between telling lived 
experiences, suffering, and transformation. After detailing Chopp’s broad understanding of 
the poetics of testimony, I move on to look at how she considers this to be transformative, 
firstly, of theological practices, and secondly, of public discourse.  
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Constructing  a  Poetics  of  Testimony    
 
Chopp does not seek to determine a theology of testimonial practices, rather she incisively 
argues for a reshaping of theological and public discourses in response to testimony. 
‘Fundamentally concerned with human and earthly survival and transformation’, the poetics 
of testimony renders a moral and theological claim on those who ‘live Christianity as 
practices of emancipatory transformation’ (2001, 57). Critical to Chopp’s argument is that 
the moral and theological summons issued in testimonies – ‘the telling of stories’ of suffering 
and oppression – is to serve and mend life: ‘these testimonies are discourses of survival for 
hope and hope for survival’ (2001, 62). 
 
 Chopp indicates that writers concerned with various experiences of oppression have 
engaged the term ‘testimony’ to tell the truth of their experiences and their communities’ 
experiences. She notes the prevalence of the testimonial genre in contemporary literature, 
quoting Holocaust survivor and writer Elie Wiesel’s observation that ‘if the Greeks invented 
tragedy, the Romans the epistle and the Renaissance the sonnet, our generation invented a 
new literature, that of testimony’ (2007b, 155; 2001, 56; quoting Wiesel 1977, 9). Chopp 
considers that testimony includes ‘poetry, theology, novels, and other forms of literature that 
express how oppressed groups have existed outside modern rational discourse’ (2007b, 155). 
Picking up the resonances of the term ‘testimony’ in trauma theory, Chopp quotes from 
Shoshana Felman to note that testimony is ‘a discursive practice as opposed to pure theory. 
To testify – to vow to tell, to promise and produce one’s own speech as material evidence 
for truth – is to accomplish a speech act, rather than to simply formulate a statement’ (2001, 
57; quoting Felman, 1992, 5, italics in Felman). However, as Elizabeth Anderson (2013) 
notes, whilst stating the nature of testimony as a performative speech act, in her contributions 
to Testimony, Felman predominantly examines literary texts. As a result, both Felman and 
Chopp do not distinguish between oral and textual forms of testimony, and ‘this suggests 
that oral narratives are texts to be read and that texts function as speech’ (Anderson 2013, 
27).  
 
 Drawing on trauma theorists who note the impossibility and necessity of writing 
about the Holocaust, Chopp attends to the fragmentation and failure of language in 
representing and accounting for traumatic experiences (2001, 64). In her earlier work on 
liberation theology, Chopp argues suffering cannot ‘be fully expressed in theory or fully 
represented in symbols’ (2007a, 2). However, this is not a ‘failure’ that needs to be 
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overcome, instead it provides an orientation toward ‘respecting and protecting this gap 
between the named and the unnameable’, as Chopp suggests this gap is something ‘Christian 
theologians should know something about’ (2001, 64). The poetics of testimony seeks to 
keep open this gap by ‘reimagining theory as the language that serves the fragments, the 
uneasy nature, the words against words in order to describe the real’ (2001, 64).   
 
 Chopp emphasises that testimonies point to both who and what has been excluded 
from modern, rational discourse. These testimonies reveal that this exclusion operates 
through drawing divides between the personal and the public or political, a key theme in 
feminist and liberationist theologies. Similar to Isasi-Díaz, Chopp states the inseparability 
of the personal and political spheres, as when a person ‘testifies in and to the public space’ 
about what they have experienced, the ‘categories of public and personal do not hold; the 
usual split between the subject and object has not been followed’ (2001, 62). Sharing 
testimonies reveals the power structures in excluding certain images, narratives, and 
communities from public and political discourses. Revealing these exclusions, the poetics of 
testimony is a call not simply to include these experiences within existing systems, but to 
change the frameworks that determine such exclusions.  
 
 The poetics of testimony challenges these systems of objectivity through being an 
alternative, constructive, and creative discourse. Chopp argues that as a discourse, the 
poetics of testimony ‘must create language, forms, images to speak of what, in some way 
has been ruled unspeakable’ in public and theological discourses, due to these discourses 
being fashioned through objectivity and reason (2001, 61; 2007b, 156). Chopp engages with 
Paul Ricoeur’s work to envision metaphoric construction as the possibilities of creating new 
meanings in order to indicate that poetics offers this alternative by being a discourse that 
‘seeks not so much to argue as to refigure, to reimagine and refashion the world’ (2001, 61).  
As I explore below, this responsiveness to testimony does not come from the existing 
theological and public discourses but is a responsiveness of being altered and refashioned as 
a creative, hopeful discourse.  
 
 This refashioning is also a responsiveness to transcendence within these testimonies. 
Chopp argues that ‘testimony in public discourse narrates a story, a story that allows the 
transcendent, the possibility of the new, to break in and open us to change and 
transformation’ (2007b, 157). Drawing on Calvin Schrag’s work on Emmanuel Levinas and 
Paul Tillich, Chopp articulates this transcendence as ‘radical alterity’ that is ‘both the source 
and dynamics of transfiguration’ in the world (2007b, 162, Schrag 1997). Offering examples 
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of the testimonies of feminist and black theologies, Chopp identifies transcendence as ‘the 
spirit and power of transfiguration that vetoes the law of slavery, breaks the chains of 
classism, rewrites social customs that erase and deny women’s dignity through various 
practices of abuse and so-called protection’ (2007b, 162). Agreeing with feminist criticisms 
of images of a distant, wholly other God cut off from social and personal existence, Chopp 
argues that attentiveness to transcendence in the poetics of testimony requires tracing the 
Spirit in the political, social, and material dimensions of life. She states that ‘transcendence 
expresses the hope that the memories of suffering will be told and not go unredeemed, the 
hope that personal and social existence can and will be transformed’ (2001, 66–67). 
Transcendence is discerned in and through the socio-political, as Chopp argues that the Spirit 
is traced not by ‘uncovering a depth of God’s presence or revealing a substance or essence 
of God, but through negotiating spaces of solidarity, connection, and new creation’, 
essentially in ‘forming new discourses and practices of emancipatory transformation’ (2001, 
67).  
 
Transforming  Theology    
 
In ‘Theology and the Poetics of Testimony’, Chopp explores what this refashioning as a 
poetic discourse responsive to testimony looks like for theology by offering the image of a 
courtroom. Chopp argues that in modern theology, theology has taken itself as the judge: 
‘modern theologians accept the modern mantle of judgement and, robed in various styles, 
become theorists who decide which witnesses are credible and true’ (2001, 60). Theological 
theory thus rules the ‘jarring witnesses’ to suffering as outside the limits of credibility: 
‘excluded into silence, into powerlessness, as irrational’ (2001, 60). Reconfigured as a poetic 
discourse in response to testimony, the courtroom is reversed; it is the whole courtroom – 
‘its procedures and power, and its own ability to speak credibly’ – that is on trial instead 
(61). Reason is no longer the ordering category, but rather this moral summons issued by 
testimony calls theory and reason to serve ‘those who suffer and hope, those whose voices 
testify to survival, those who imagine transformation’ (2001, 61, 63).  
 
 This poetic refashioning of theology must consider how to rework theory, language, 
symbols, codes, and images. Chopp notes that this refashioning emerges in attempting to 
speak of the things that have been ‘ruled out of court’ or ‘not valid or credible to modern 
reason’ (2001, 61). As testimonies to traumatic experiences are often jarring, incoherent, 
fragmented, and silent, Chopp considers that this must include a way for such ‘unspeakable’ 
testimonies to be ‘heard’: ‘poetics both refers to unspeakable horror and requests hearing, 
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remembering, reshaping’ (2001, 64). Chopp suggests that this is not an abandonment of 
theory in theological discourse, but to recognise that poetics ‘utilizes even theory as a way 
to rename and refigure the real against the representations of dominant discourses’ (61). 
Chopp suggests that in this poetic mode theology can reshape ‘the social imaginary’ – the 
basic presuppositions, metaphors, and rules that frame cultural operations (2001, 57).  
 
 Chopp offers a productive and illustrative move by enacting these shifts in metaphor 
and thus in theological discourse in her own work, replacing the metaphor of the courtroom 
with those of negotiation and participation. She states that theology ‘continually engages in 
creating spaces, building bridges, and forming new discourses as practices of emancipatory 
transformation’, and in this change of metaphor Chopp moves theological activity from a 
hierarchical sense of power and judgement to one that suggests connection, listening, and 
participation on more equal terms (2001, 67). These ‘practices of negotiating between what 
is and what can be’ are part of tracing transcendence, responding to the ‘power and spirit of 
transfiguration’ (2001, 67). She considers that ‘theology as engaged in negotiating practices 
to sanctify life by means of tracing the Spirit’ considers theological practices as types of 
‘cultural interventions’ that listen, create safe spaces, and negotiate difference and diversity 
(2001, 68). Such a theology is, for Chopp, ‘more fluid and more multidimensional – more 
spiritual’, whilst also recombining theory, poetics, rhetoric, and hermeneutics (68).  
 
 However, Chopp is deeply hopeful about the possibilities of reshaping of theology 
through the poetics of testimony. Heather Walton notes that the treatment of testimony in 
trauma theory carries ‘a far more ambivalent and powerful force than can be discerned in 
Chopp’s optimistic work’, suggesting that the poetics of testimony is not only ‘a means of 
employing different linguistic gestures to change the idioms of culture’ but rather ‘opens up 
a terrifying revelation’ (2014, 162). This criticism can be pursued further by a brief 
engagement with trauma theologian Shelly Rambo’s (2010) understanding of how theology 
is reshaped in relation to trauma. Although Rambo draws on Chopp’s envisioning of 
‘theology as responsive to these life stories’ (2010, 164–5), Rambo pays greater attention to 
the nature of trauma, drawing on the work of trauma theorist Cathy Caruth to articulate 
trauma as the suffering that remains. Rambo states: ‘trauma is the suffering that does not go 
away. The study of trauma is the study of what remains. The phenomenon of trauma’s 
remainder presents challenges to our understanding of what constitutes an experience and, 
subsequently, what it means to witness an experience’ (2010, 15). Rambo sees theology and 
trauma being gathered ‘around what is not known’, finding ‘resonance in this unknowing’ 
(2010, 15). For Rambo, theological discourse becomes something new in attending to 
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trauma, a ‘haunted’ language that is a ‘compelling language not insofar as it contains truths 
but insofar as it testifies to truths that cannot be contained’ (2010, 165). Although resonating 
with Chopp in seeing theology remade through a ‘testimonial positioning instead of in its 
confident proclamations’, Rambo articulates a theology in testimonial mode that witnesses 
to the persistence of life in death, and to death in life, attentive to the ‘undertow’ of death’s 
pull in life (2010, 165, 160). This signals a more ambivalent, less optimistic role for both 
testimony and theology, and highlights where Chopp has seen ‘trauma’ and ‘suffering’ as 
largely identical.  
 
Transforming  Public  Discourse  
 
Chopp discusses how theology as a poetics of testimony can reshape public discourse, taking 
the examples of feminist and black theologies. She states that ‘black and feminist theologies 
have sought to reshape public discourse by combining diverse genres with an ethical 
summons to be responsive to those who suffer’ (2007b, 155).  Firstly, these theologies have 
challenged exclusionary narrative identities, where the stories that define the ‘we’ of the 
public fail to represent reality. Drawing on Ricoeur’s articulation of ‘we’ as an ideological 
construct for social cohesion, Chopp names narrative identity as the use of stories to 
construct this ‘we’ (2007b, 152). Chopp summarises that, as public discourses, feminist and 
black theologies have ‘criticized and reshaped who “we” are, as a social public and as 
Christianity, by making public the memories of suffering and giving public hearing to new 
voices, experiences, and expressions of life, while calling into question essentialist and 
hegemonic definitions of these publics’ (2007b, 154). Feminist and black theologies retell 
and re-imagine the stories that make up American identity, showing where this communal 
narrative identity is premised on silencing and forgetting certain voices. Chopp takes James 
Cone’s Black Theology and Black Power (1969) as an example of the use of ‘present 
signifiers’ to then create new meanings; essentially, Cone uses assumed and existing values 
and beliefs to ‘question back history’, showing that there is no single cohesive ‘public’ as 
exclusion happens across multiple social, ecclesial, and academic publics (2007b, 153). 
Similarly, Chopp considers that although feminist theology has questioned dominant 
narrative identity through remembering and retelling, these stories of feminist theology are 
themselves ‘contested’ and ‘fought over and retold in many ways’, as feminist theology itself 
can be exclusionary and essentialist (2007b, 154).  
 
 Secondly, through the poetics of testimony, the public is reshaped to recognise and 
respond to multiple, different voices. Through testimony, the public is called to be ‘ethically 
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constituted through hearing those who suffer’, and, crucially, hearing them in their 
particularity, rather than in being translated or integrated into the dominant discourse (157–
8). Chopp highlights how the use of ‘African sources, of slave narratives, of music and 
literature in black theology and the use of women’s stories and women’s art in feminist 
theology’ has argued for the inclusion of ‘new sources, voices, and types of argument as 
public discourse in both society and the church’ (158). Reimagining public discourse as 
‘spaces where voices are spoken and heard’, Chopp is clear that this is a ‘multilingual’ or 
‘polyglot’ space that recognises the validity of different ways of speaking and hearing (159). 
Drawing on feminist imaging of networks and roundtables of ‘diverse and complex voices, 
bodies and publics’, Chopp argues that this reshaping is crucial for creating a public space as 
a place of solidarity and valuing difference (162).  
 
 Chopp focuses here on a communicative notion of public discourse. She draws on 
Jürgen Habermas and Nancy Fraser to identify the public as the ‘sphere of rational discourse 
in which citizens are free to debate matters of interest in the social order’ (2007b, 151). 
Although recognising Fraser’s critique that, ironically, the public as a place of free speech 
‘creates and secures distinctions and calls into question the “public” nature of it all’, even in 
discussing exclusions Chopp maintains this focus on communication notions of the public 
sphere (2007b, quoting Fraser 1990). Her main reshaping of the public then comes through 
a multiplication of discourses in recognising the ‘polyglot’ nature as enabling empathy and 
solidarity. Thus, although Chopp emphasises the need to recognise multiple forms of 
expression including silence and for ‘keeping open the gap’ for the unnameable, there is a 
tension between this emphasis and the retained focus on speech acts as the primary mode of 
engagement in social and political life. Given Anderson’s critique concerning the 
identification of text and speech, such an emphasis may overlook the materiality of discourse, 
which I explore in Rivera’s work below.  
 
 Thirdly, this transformation of the public is again linked to the transcendent. Chopp 
argues that ‘transformation or liberation’ is not separate from the ‘transcendent dimension, 
the new possibilities, the hope of liberation that breaks into the historical-cultural realities 
and is enacted in and through these particular cultural movements’ (2007b, 159). Similar to 
Isasi-Díaz, Chopp sees transformation taking place within history, and that transcendence is 
at work in and through social movements that engage in creative, poetic practices. These 
poetic practices are not the end point, but must lead to continued reshaping of public, 
academic, and ecclesial spaces into places of solidarity in difference and openness to others. 
Furthermore, testimony enables this in-breaking of alterity, as Chopp states that ‘the 
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otherness of transcendence breaks into the public sphere in and through these testimonies’ 
(162). Linking testimony and transcendence, Chopp’s work creates an identification between 
those who suffer and are oppressed as ‘the others of history’, and ‘otherness’ as alterity. This 
identification is critically appraised in the next chapter.  
 
Summary  
  
Chopp’s expression of the poetics of testimony powerfully articulates where theological and 
public discourses exclude the creative, poetic expressions of lived experiences of oppressed 
groups through claiming they are not credible, ‘reasonable’ sources. In articulating the need 
for reshaping theological discourse, Chopp’s argument indicates where this research itself – 
as a work of practical theology – requires a responsiveness to testimonies expressed in 
fragmented speech and silence and engagement in poetic activities of reshaping language, 
metaphors, and practices. Furthermore, Chopp’s articulation that transcendence breaks in 
through these testimonies furthers the discussions of transformation as divine activity in the 
world, and for tracing transcendence not as a work of articulating the depths of God’s 
presence, but in practices of solidarity, negotiation, and shaping spaces in which these plural 
testimonies can be heard.   
 
Mayra  Rivera  
 
Rivera’s theology is attuned to questions of justice as her work sets out to trace, and thus 
interrupt, legacies of colonialised, racialised, gendered, sexualised relations.  In doing so she 
draws on a diverse range of literary, poetic, theoretical, and theological texts, articulating 
that this affirms the ‘theological significance of human relations as much as the ethical 
import of theology’ (2007, 3). Here, I focus on Rivera’s work on bodies and flesh as her 
understanding of the materiality of discursive practices is crucial for her articulation of the 
transformative possibilities in and through what she terms creative practices or performative 
interventions. 
 
Poetics  and  Materiality    
 
In Poetics of the Flesh (2015), Rivera draws on Caribbean philosophy and poetry to 
construct a poetic approach attentive to the literary and affective dimensions of texts in order 
to apprehend and transform entangled, worldly relationships. She is influenced by Édouard 
Glissant’s practising of poetics, a form of ‘creative making’ that is not only inhabited 
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through particular artistic and literary practices but is more broadly the ‘creative dimensions 
of thought’ that constitute a way of being and engaging in the world (2015, 4). She explains 
that this ‘mode of knowing, being, and acting in the world’ is a sensibility found in poetry, 
prose, and other forms of art and is integral to histories ‘marked by disruption, displacement, 
and irrecoverable loss – such as those of Caribbean peoples – whose very existence emerged 
from the obliteration of African and indigenous cultures, religions, and languages’ (2015, 2, 
3). Although drawing on different sources to Chopp, Rivera’s poetics is also attentive to 
fragments: to ‘shards of vocabularies’, to ‘loss and opacity, interruption and silence’ (2015, 
3; drawing on Walcott 1992).  
 
 This poetics is deeply relational and embodied. Rivera engages Glissant’s sense of 
the connection between ‘Relation’ and poetics; he articulates a ‘poetic force’ emerging from 
the world, the ‘expression of this force and its way of being is what we call Relation: what 
the world makes and expresses of itself’ (2015, 3; quoting Glissant 1997, 159–60). Although 
Relation is a key category for Glissant, Rivera argues that in his work it is ‘manifold and 
dynamic, elusive and opaque’, resulting in an ‘indeterminate’ Relation that ‘cannot be fully 
known’ (2015, 3).3 This ungraspable nature of Relation is ‘no excuse for indifference’, as 
Rivera considers through the practising of poetics ‘one shall seek to sense the 
“entanglements” of worldwide relations’, as we ‘cannot fully know Relation, but “we 
imagine it through a poetics”’ (2015, 4; quoting Glissant 1997, 158). Rivera thus envisions 
poetics as a ‘practice of engaging in the world, in which one risks being transformed’ (2015, 
4).  
 
 Engaging this poetic approach in ways that are risky and rewarding, Rivera explores 
how social discourses materialise in corporeal bodies and relations, thus emphasising the 
intertwining of material and discursive dimensions. Tracing the effects of gendered, 
racialised, and colonial power relations on bodies, Rivera summarises that ‘social myths and 
stories may seem abstract and immaterial, but they constitute bodies as much as the material 
elements that nourish or poison their flesh’ (2013, 54). For example, laws can ‘regulate 
movements of people across national boundaries’, or more indirect discourses ‘teach us day 
after day what bodily features are significant’ and ‘we act according to that knowledge’ 
(2015, 113). Rivera articulates the ambivalence of social-material relations – a key feature 
                                                                                                                
3Rivera follows Glissant’s capitalisation of ‘Relation’ in discussing his work. She explains that although 
Glissant’s ‘apophatic gestures of his poetics do not derive from the infinity of God’, she is also clear that his 
poetics of Relation is associated with the sacred, and that drawing on his poetics provides a crucial 
orientation toward ‘mindful participation in Relation’ (2013, 58). 
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across her work – as she stresses that although interconnections can be beneficial, they can 
also be harmful, especially for people whose visible attributes are seen to justify ‘hierarchies 
of power’, exposing them to violence, intolerance, and oppression (2015, 113–4; 2014, 192–
3). For Rivera, it is not enough to note or represent these relationships, rather it is necessary 
to trace their impact on bodies: ‘unless we understand ourselves as not only connected to, 
but also constituted by relationships, we will be unable to track the effects of social 
arrangements and practices in others and in ourselves’ (2016, italics original). Poetic 
practices thus need to account for the impact of power dynamics on our attempts to know, 
engage, and transform the world. Furthermore, in that this poetics risks being transformed 
through engagement with the world, Rivera recognises that bodies, matter, relations, are not 
inert; instead our subjective attempts to know and transform the world are through 
engagement with active, agential others – others that are already implicated in and constitute 
our knowing and transforming.  
 
Performativity  and  Incarnation    
  
The transformative possibilities of poetic practices rely on Rivera’s understandings of how 
people are constituted by ongoing social-material processes. Rivera draws on Judith Butler’s 
(1993, 1999) work on performativity to articulate the way bodies are shaped by and also 
shape social norms. Butler signals that gender is neither biologically determined, nor the 
expression of a stable, inner essence. Rather, a person’s body becomes gendered by the 
repetition of social norms, and also these social norms concerning gender are stabilised as 
an effect of these repetitions. Seeking to re-emphasise the materiality of performativity that 
is often overlooked in Butler’s work and commentary on it, Rivera notes that the terminology 
around ‘internalizing’ or ‘inscribing’ social norms – as if ‘an image stamped on pliable wax’ 
– is misleading, arguing that instead ‘corporeal materiality is dynamically constituted in 
relation to social forces’ (2015, 142). Noting the resonances between discussions of the 
incarnation and these social norms, Rivera critiques notions of ‘immaterial principles’ that 
‘take flesh’, as such principles are then seen as ‘ideal rather than sensible – accessed 
intellectually even if copied materially’ meaning these notions retain conceptions of bodies 
and matter as passive (2015, 145). Rivera articulates alternative conceptions of flesh as 
always social-material, drawing on the work of Karen Barad to consider matter as actively 
participating in these performative repetitions (2015, 149). Furthermore, this framing 
indicates that social norms are re-presented in the interactions between bodies, as Rivera 
highlights that Butler’s emphasis on linguistic metaphors for performativity contribute to a 
loss of other forms of embodied interaction (2015, 145).  
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 Rivera’s poetic engagement with the Gospel of John, Paul’s letters, and the work of 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty offers a dynamic and provocative understanding of the incarnation 
that recognises the social, spiritual, and material aspects of flesh as part of these performative 
reiterations. Emphasising the connections and continuous movement between bread, flesh, 
and word and also between spirit and water in the Gospel of John, Rivera argues that 
dismissing the images and metaphors of the text in favour of a stable message is to miss the 
impact of the text ‘which derives from the intricate relation between the most common 
material elements and the strongest metaphysical assertions’ (2015, 22). Rivera suggests that 
by resisting the dichotomies of flesh and spirit, the text ‘produces meaning by moving from 
one element to the next and back’, leading to her sense that flesh is ‘an element transformed 
as it is given’ (2015, 27, 25). From this reading of John’s Gospel, Rivera articulates her use 
of the term ‘incarnation’ to 
suggest patterns by which social-material flesh is distributed, transformed 
as it is given, and transforms those who participate in these processes. These 
incarnations do not simply reproduce sameness, do not simply copy the law. 
They are interpretations shaped by the unique textures and rhythms of the 
body. (2015, 145) 
 
Focusing on the transformative potential of creative, poetic practices thus requires an 
understanding of the way processes of transformation are already underway in the most 
common material elements of everyday life.  
 
 Elsewhere in her work, Rivera explores an incarnational imagination that questions 
the assumed split between spirit and flesh in discussions of the incarnation. Engaging Latinx 
theological, theoretical, and poetic writings, Rivera explores in moving ways the experiences 
of rejected, fragmented, and multiple bodies as challenging theological emphasis on myths 
of ‘original wholeness, homogeneous subjectivity, unambiguous identifications, the illusions 
of purity and visual certainties’ (2011, 222). Theologies in which spirit and flesh are 
separated tend to distance the incarnation from ‘our ordinary bodies’ and everyday 
experiences, resulting in the incarnation being seen as a ‘one-time event that proves the rule 
of an otherwise disembodied deity’ (2011, 221). Yet, Rivera is clear that ‘attending to the 
spirit in the flesh of rejected, disorderly bodies is hardly to dismiss Jesus’ body. Instead we 
read his body – a material, finite, stigmatized, vulnerable body – as revealing the scandal of 
divinity in the flesh, or more accurately, of the divine becoming flesh’ (2011, 221). Rivera 
suggests this orientation to the incarnation as ‘the presence of the greatest mysteries in our 
flesh’ requires an ‘openness to learn from real, finite bodies, to seek wisdom of body-words 
and their transformative power’ (2011, 221).  
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Transformation  
  
Never losing sight of the restrictive nature of social norms, Rivera argues that the 
performative nature of socio-materiality entails hopeful possibilities of change. Although 
the ‘power of social discourses to affect corporeality is a source of anguish’, Rivera notes 
it also ‘grounds the hopes of those seeking transformation through creative language’ (2015, 
115).  As M. Shawn Copeland notes, Rivera’s writing in Poetics of The Flesh emphasises 
these transformative possibilities through the use of ‘participles in their progressive verbal 
form – becoming, abandoning, and embracing’ which suggest to the reader ‘action as 
ongoing, interrupted, incomplete’ (2016). Thus, Rivera’s writing generatively enacts her 
sense of transformation as also active, ongoing, and incomplete. Rivera states:  
redemption is never accomplished once and for all: it takes place in 
transient, finite events of our lives and in the midst of the ambiguities and 
potentialities of our social relations. Exposing social structures and practices 
that inhibit corporeal flourishing reveals possibilities for unsettling them, 
thus opening spaces where new relationships may emerge. (2011, 218) 
 
In this, Rivera’s sense of redemption echoes that of Isasi-Díaz and Chopp by emphasising 
the need to examine the everyday both as the space in which oppression takes place and also 
where interruptions and transformations can occur.    
 
 Rivera explores ‘affirmative practices’ in which bodies and relations are imagined 
differently and these alternative visions are further fostered and enacted (2015, 148–9). She 
is cautious about the abilities of ‘affirmative practices’, noting that they may not ‘necessarily 
transform the operating norms of the broader society’; neither do they offer protection from 
the ‘negative forces’ to which people are exposed in bias, abuse, and violence, nor will they 
provide material resources to those in poverty (2015, 149). Yet, the ‘creative forces of 
affirmative practices’ offer the capacities for survival and – similarly to Isasi-Díaz – Rivera 
considers such practices ‘relativize’ oppressive social norms, because ‘demeaning images’ 
of bodies will ‘compete with other images, rather than claiming universal validity’ (2015, 
149, 148). Furthermore, affirmative practices have the possibilities to ‘analyze and challenge’ 
negative forces and ‘to support the most vulnerable’ (2015, 149). In this way, Rivera suggests 
that it is difficult to consider how social movements emerge ‘without the communities that 
envisioned a different world in which their members could flourish’ (2015, 149).  
 
Rivera uses an alternative term, ‘performative interventions’, in her work on 
incarnational imagination. She describes the way ‘bodies are constituted, understood and 
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experienced in relation to others’, both regarding those in power – whose gaze is felt as 
‘social control’ – and also ‘those familiar bodies among which we first learned to see 
ourselves as individuals’ (2011, 220). Depicting this social-material process in which bodily 
norms are incarnated, Rivera notes that whilst these ‘processes are fraught with uncertainty’, 
they are also ‘dynamic and open to transformation through performative interventions’ 
(2011, 220).  
 
An example of such a creative, performative intervention is in the work of Chicana 
writer Gloria Anzaldúa, whose work Rivera discusses. Anzaldúa’s embodied experiences as 
a queer Chicana woman living with chronic illness and pain informed her sense of a ‘mestiza 
agency, a process of incorporating and dis-corporating different elements in the formation of 
a fluid, nonunitary subject’ (Rivera 2010b, 122; quoting Bost 2005, 13).4 Commenting on 
Anzaldúa’s practices of writing and creating whilst in touch with ‘pain, anger, despair, 
depression’, Rivera notes that the ‘difficult process of staying in one’s body requires not only 
rewriting received scripts but also shifting consciousness through daily practice – “enacting 
spiritual activism”’ (2010b, 122; quoting Anzaldúa 2002). Yet, in engaging Anzaldúa’s 
work, Rivera argues that the experiences of ‘pain, difficulty and failure’ cannot be equated 
or reduced to ‘victimhood or fatalism’ (2010b, 122; 2011, 218). Such complex, nonunitary 
subjects ‘have the ability to experience several things at once, and thus hold together pain 
and joy, failure and hope’ and thus, states Rivera, to ‘creatively transform those experiences’ 
(2010b, 122). Performative interventions do not, then, entirely resolve such tensions, but 
affirm the complexities of corporeality as the grounds of transformation. 
 
These performative interventions and affirmative practices are thus creative and 
imaginative. Rivera notes that through ‘painting or literature, ontology or theology, human 
creativity may strive to transform the world’ (2015, 85). She returns to Caribbean ‘poetic 
writing’ as an example of these creative practices in which ‘“shattered histories”, “shards of 
vocabularies”, ambiguous words and reassembled rituals’ can be drawn into creating 
‘imaginative spaces for the affirmation of corporeal possibilities’ (2015, 148).  Discussing 
the potential for transformation in creative works such as literature and art, Rivera 
persuasively emphasises the poetic materiality of all discourse, as the relational nature of our 
shared existence in the world requires recognising discussions about social norms and 
injustice not as ‘abstract debates’ but as the ‘mechanisms’ by which societies enable ‘the 
                                                                                                                
4  ‘Mestiza’ and ‘mestizaje’ refers to the reclamation of a previously pejorative term for those of ‘mixed 
blood’, used instead by Chicana and Latina theorists to denote hybridity and diversity (Rivera 2011, 211).   
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flourishing of some bodies and stifle that of others’ (2015, 157). This is precisely because 
‘descriptions of bodies, worlds, and their co-constitutions are creative renderings with 
material effects’ (2015, 157).  
 
Creative, performative interventions are also inherently relational and spiritual. 
Noting that performative interventions might include ‘ritual practices of popular religiosity, 
artistic creations, social activism, critical writing’, Rivera reflects these are ‘emerging from 
and are limited by social and familiar bonds, lured and empowered by the movements of 
the spirit in the flesh’ (2011, 220). Creative, affirmative practices are ‘most effective’ when 
performed in communities ‘to which I lend my body in order that it may be shaped by those 
visions – through words, ceremony, ritual, and practices’ (2015, 148). Through her 
articulation of incarnation and spirit-flesh, Rivera summarises: ‘theology-in-the-flesh also 
complicates and implicates the divine in these corporeal processes – the materialization of 
social relations, the enfleshment of the past in genes and memories, the transfigurations of 
corporeal wounds and social relations’ (2011, 222). Such transfigurations, for Rivera, take 
place within the ordinary and material; the work of transcendence is traced in and through 
creative poetic practices that are engaged in concrete, embodied sites, practices that emerge 
from and deepen our openness to encounters with the ‘quality of things in their irreducible 
singularity’ (2010a, 177).  
 
Summary  
  
Rivera envisions poetics as interrupting and transforming social-material norms through the 
iterations of creative, performative interventions that are imaginative, relational, and 
spiritual. Transformation takes place through words and bodies, and words about bodies; 
through relations that can constrict or enliven; through the transcendence implicated in the 
interaction of each of these elements. Rivera’s approach furthers the exploration of the 
everyday nature of lived experience in this study as it brings into focus the materiality and 
complexity of the everyday as a site of transformative possibilities. Furthermore, Rivera’s 
poetic approach attentive to shards and fragments furthers the notion of the ambiguities 
present in communicating lived experiences of oppression.  
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Concluding  
 
In this chapter, I have presented a reading of Isasi-Díaz, Chopp, and Rivera that focuses on 
how they understand creative expressions of lived experiences of oppression and 
marginalisation as transformative. Focusing on creative practices here has allowed for an 
exploration of the diverse range of imaginative, expressive, and meaning-making practices 
in their works, through which I gain an attentiveness to practices of sharing lived experiences 
as embodied, relational, and spiritual. Engaging with these theologians provides me with an 
focus on the transformative possibilities of language and discourse; and, also, to the failures 
and fragments of language, its inability to represent complex histories of trauma, or to 
provide stable, transparent accounts, thus suggesting responsiveness to where lived 
experiences are not so easily told. This reading of these theologians also provides affirmation 
of the inherence of the discursive and material, enabling me to approach lived experience 
stories as emerging from and shaping our embodied, everyday realities; such as with Isasi-
Díaz’s discussion of lo cotidiano, and Rivera’s exploration of social-material-spiritual 
incarnations. More than this, these readings of Isasi-Díaz, Chopp, and Rivera affirm a sense 
of the divine at work in these social-material dimensions: invoked in grassroots imaginings 
of a different world; breaking in through the testimonies of those who suffer and hope; 
implicated in creative, corporeal performances that affirm and support the most vulnerable. 
Yet, this is recognised as an encounter with unsettling, disruptive, ungraspable 
transcendence. By beginning with these theologians, my focus is being shaped toward 
recognising the corporeal, imaginative, and sacred nature of creative practices, practices that 
illustrate and embody survival and resistance in the everyday, gleaming with threads of 
transcendence woven into the ordinary complexity of daily life.  
 
 Furthermore, I gain in this reading of Isasi-Díaz, Chopp, and Rivera a sense of their 
practising of theology as envisioning, affirming, disrupting, and transforming. These are not 
abstract theories, but practices that emerge from and contribute to theological forms of 
knowing and being that are always historically, socially, and culturally constituted. In 
addition to foregrounding the excluded and alternative ways of knowing, these theologians 
enact such transformative meaning-making practices in distinctive and profoundly 
generative ways. Isasi-Díaz’s mujerista theology is woven from and offers a platform for 
Hispanic and Latina women’s voices; Chopp’s feminist liberationist theology seeks to 
reshape theological and public discourses; Rivera’s poetic movement between theory, 
theology, literature, and poetry interrupts colonial, racialised, and gendered legacies that 
demean and harm particular bodies. My recounting of their approaches here has perhaps, of 
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necessity, removed some of these inflections and moving descriptions in their work, the 
voices of Hispanic and Latina women, the metaphoric resonances of feminist and black 
theologies, the words of Caribbean poets. However, what emerges is the sense that their 
theological practices are ways of engaging in the world through a relational poetics.  
 
 This relational poetics raises potential ways of proceeding in this research and also 
questions about practising such a relational poetics in practical theology. How can a practical 
theologian work with grassroots women in the community? What enables me as a researcher 
to ‘hear’ or to ‘not-hear’ aspects of others’ lived experiences? How can I be attentive to the 
silences and ellipses, the contradictions and fragments that emerge from complex and painful 
material realities? Where can practical theology enact such creative, poetic interventions in 
the social and theological discourses that oppress and harm the most vulnerable in society? 
What might it mean to lend my body – in all its particularity – to such incarnated processes, 
and how might this enable me to recognise the concrete, embodied realities of others? In the 
next chapter, I move to consider the implications of this relational poetics for practical 
theological ways of knowing. 
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2.  A  Methodology  of  Passionate  Ambivalence  
 
 
In this chapter, I develop a practical theological methodology responsive to the embodied, 
disruptive, and revelatory knowledges emerging from everyday lived experiences of 
marginalisation. Engaging a poetic approach that sees practical theology as a process of 
making foregrounds how practical theologians construct representations of our own and 
others’ lived experiences. However, this process of making is ambivalent, carrying with it 
the dangers of misrecognition and pains of working against dominant cultural images, and 
yet, it also contains the potential for transformation. Recognising this ambivalence, I suggest 
an approach attentive to the complex, relational, and fragmented nature of knowledge, one 
that is responsive to the particularity and alterity in encountering others.  
 
 Firstly, I address practical theology as a knowledge-making system, drawing on 
critiques of the discipline’s claims to objectivity and order, analysing where this has 
impacted practical theology’s engagement with lived experiences. I highlight Marcella 
Althaus-Reid’s critique of the categorisation of ‘the poor’ in theological discourse, and 
Courtney Goto’s assessment of the misrepresentation of the complex, fluid nature of 
communities in practical theology. Secondly, I engage poetic approaches to argue for 
practical theology as an ambivalent process of making with and through heterogeneous 
elements. Illustrating this process of making, I draw on the writings of Gloria Anzaldúa and 
Helen Oyeyemi to offer images of working with multiple and heterogeneous elements in 
ways that are at once painful, unpredictable, and transformative. Thirdly, I suggest three 
areas of attention in engaging with lived experiences of marginalisation in ways that ‘risk’ 
transformation: attending to the complex, relational nature of embodied knowledge; 
attending to fragments; and attending to the particularity and alterity in encounters.  
 
Methodological discussions consider how research is conducted, how ideas and data 
are gathered, interpreted, and organised, and how inherent worldviews and epistemologies 
shape these choices. Within a thesis, this typically means identifying the research paradigm 
operating as the ‘stance’ or ‘home’ sustaining the research; for example, ‘positivist’, 
‘postpositivist’, ‘critical’, ‘constructivist/interpretivist’, or ‘participatory’ paradigms, 
although researchers frequently draw upon more than one paradigm commensurable with 
their broader worldview (Lincoln, Lynham, and Guba 2018, 113). The approach in this thesis 
is broadly constructivist in seeking ‘to determine how people assign meaning to situations 
and events’ (Bennett et al. 2018, 142), taking the posture of being a “passionate participant” 
facilitating and reconstructing multiple voices within the research (Lincoln, Lynham and 
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Guba 2018, 112, emphasis mine); whilst also influenced by feminist, postcolonial, and 
participatory approaches that are invested in emancipation and transformation (Lincoln, 
Lynham, and Guba 2018; Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2011, 15–31).  
 
However, this chapter diverges from a ‘traditional’ methodology section due to the 
nature of this research. I am alert to where a ‘methodological awareness reminds us that we 
do not come to the creation of knowledge as innocent enquirers’ (Bennett et al. 2018, 143). 
This research is entangled in the practices of sharing lived experiences it seeks to explore –
practices of knowing and representing others – and, as such, the epistemological and 
methodological approaches are deeply implicated in and inextricable from the central 
questions of this research. Methodology, here, is not an established, secure place from which 
to act upon external research ‘objects’ (de Certeau 1988, 36), particularly as ‘inquiry 
methodology can no longer be treated as a set of universally applicable rules or abstractions’ 
(Lincoln, Lynham, and Guba 2018, 109). Instead, methodology is interwoven with the 
research project, ‘like the skeleton on which to build the anatomy of the project, it reveals 
the epistemological and ontological DNA. The use of methodology is not an idea in itself, 
but a contextual framework, to which the project can adhere and through which it builds’ 
(Grierson and Brearley 2009a, 5).  
 
Due to these factors, I have chosen in this chapter to engage a longer discussion of 
some of the methodological and epistemological concerns surrounding engaging lived 
experiences of marginalisation in practical theology. Naming this methodological approach 
as ‘passionate ambivalence’ recognises that this research is deeply implicated in what it 
seeks to explore, inhabiting a non-innocent and generative space as a result. It sees 
theological research as an activity of ‘passionate engagement, indeed of true com-passion, 
with the beauty and the pain, with the joy and the suffering of the world’ (Rivera 2010a, 
170), whilst also recognising that this engagement with others has the potential to be harmful 
as well as beneficial given that theological research is located within existing social-material 
power relations (Rivera 2014, 192–3; 2015, 113–4). This way of proceeding in research is 
passionate in acknowledging my desires as a researcher – and the persons and the texts that 
inform me – for theological praxis to be transformative by addressing the structures of 
inequality in our world; as ambivalent, it also recognises that even in aiming to be liberating, 
theological praxis can be co-opted and co-opting.   
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Practical  Theology  as  a  Knowledge-­Making  System  
 
Critiquing  Claims  to  Objectivity  and  Order  
  
Attention to knowledge-making in practical theology raises questions of how certain texts, 
bodies, and bodies of knowledge are determined as valuable and legitimate, or even as 
‘theological’ within the discipline of practical theology. In the previous chapter, I 
highlighted the question of who and what has been excluded from dominant theological 
systems and where this is tied to ongoing legacies of colonial, gendered, racial, and sexual 
power relations. Here, I examine where these dynamics of power and knowledge-making 
are at work in practical theology. Noting the characteristics of white theology as the ‘by-
product of colonial Christianity’ that often uncritically frames the conversation in practical 
theology, Tom Beaudoin and Katherine Turpin argue that the ‘reinvigoration’ of the field 
has been accompanied by ‘the attempt to gain legitimacy as a discipline, trying to achieve 
status through academic institutional channels’ (2014, 354, 260). This raises questions 
concerning the impact of ‘the alignment with seats of power’ on knowledge-making 
practices, as well as replicating colonial concerns for orderliness and procedural rationality, 
and attempting to ‘manage the meanings of practice for other people in a colonizing and 
culturally invasive manner’ (2014, 260, 267).   
 
Focusing on notions of coherence and objectivity has implications for the nature of 
practical theology as engaging with the sacred in everyday life. Objective, ordered 
approaches offer the notion that theology can be coherently systematised, rather than seeing 
theology as a practice of confronting the ‘limits of imposed frameworks’ in order to ‘get at 
the inexpressible without losing a genuine sense of it – much like prayer or poetry’ (Miller-
McLemore 1998, 187, 190). Naming the disciplinary desire to secure academic rigor, Walton 
considers where practical theology has emulated modern theological projects of constructing 
‘boundaries, separations, and divides’ particularly between immanence/transcendence and 
sacred/secular (2018, 223). Invoking Bruno Latour’s refusal of the modern assumptions of 
a disenchanted world and the loss of transcendence, Walton argues that immanence and 
transcendence ‘can never, in a nonmodern, hybrid world, be separated out and purified’ 
(2018, 223–4). With broad rhetorical strokes, she considers that practical theologians have 
been haunted by the question ‘but is this real theology?’ and following Latour’s articulation 
that ‘we have never been moderns’, Walton states ‘we have never been theologians’ (2018, 
224). Rather than such projects of purification and separation, Walton considers that 
practical theologians are instead ‘the people whose vocation it is to deal with the fact that 
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life is complicated, ambiguous, and impure – and our challenge is to respond to this in faith’ 
(2018, 224, italics original).  
 
 Furthermore, Courtney Goto articulates that although the desires to secure rigor and 
objectivity in the discipline are understandable for defining practical theology as a field with 
a clear identity, this has harmful effects on practical theology as a community of practice. 
Arguing that critiques of the Enlightenment legacy are well discussed in theology but that 
‘sensitivity toward colonialism’s legacy is not as widespread’, Goto states that ‘postcolonial 
perspectives allow us to take an alternative approach to what is taken for granted in 
knowledge production’, particularly ‘the role of politics and power in shaping what has been 
marked and transmitted as universally true or neutral’ (2018, 26). Attempts to demonstrate 
the coherence, legitimacy, and rigor of practical theology rely on Western values ‘that tend 
to promote hierarchical and binary thinking’, perpetuating the distinctions between ‘what 
and who are more central to the field’ and ‘what and who are comparatively peripheral’ 
(2018, 7). This, argues Goto, replicates a ‘template’ of disciplinary categories that 
continually reinforce the whiteness, maleness, and Protestant-centric nature of the discipline, 
yet are often ‘taken for granted as neutral’ (2018, 7; 2016, 117).  
 
 Demonstrating that such positions and categories are actively, if implicitly, 
maintained within practical theology, Goto addresses the impact on practical theologians 
and their research practices. Referencing her own experiences as a Japanese American 
woman, Goto notes that those who experience ‘mostly minoritization’ are not seen within 
disciplinary spaces as ‘credible knowers whose knowledge is essential to what every 
practical theologian should know’, and that even when contributing to the discipline, these 
scholars are seen as ‘guests’ while politics continue as usual (2018, 74; see also 2016c). 
Explaining that ‘ignorance’ toward these power dynamics is a ‘active epistemic practice’, 
Goto highlights that this includes seeing the contributions of scholars of colour, Roman 
Catholic, and feminist scholars as ‘“important” but not essential or foundational’ or seeing 
that ‘classic works’ should take priority over ‘minoritized texts’ in such a way as to consider 
these contributions as ‘supplemental and therefore optional’ (2018, 71). Equally, those who 
consider themselves ‘enlightened’ often avoid addressing where ‘minoritized texts’ have 
implications for how their own assumptions and actions are shaped by power and oppression 
(2018, 73). 
 
These critiques indicate the limitations and harms of objectivity, rigor, and the 
assumption of fixed, stable categories in practical theological methodologies. In this way, 
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challenging hegemonic theologies requires not only challenging their content, but also where 
hegemonic theologies structure discourse about God and humanity in line with the desires 
for an ‘administrative, taxonomic and colonial order’ (Althaus-Reid, 2004a, 132). 
Furthermore, they indicate that these concerns are not abstract or immaterial but are deeply 
enmeshed with how practical theologians encounter and represent themselves, others, and 
the divine, particularly in relation to engaging with lived experiences. 
 
Engaging  Lived  Experiences    
  
Concrete, embodied experiences are vital to practical theology. As Swinton and Mowat state, 
practical theology ‘makes its home in the complex web of relationships and experiences that 
form the fabric of all that we know’ (2016, 3). Although debates continue as to the role of 
lived experience in theological meaning-making, much ‘practical theological research 
makes a pre-commitment to lived experience that is in the present moment and context, […] 
arguing that this is where theological and other kinds of truth and insight are to be found, at 
least in significant part’, resulting in ‘epistemological commitment to the empirical and the 
contextual’ (Bennett et al. 2018, 177). Feminist practical theology both encourages a focus 
on everyday embodied experiences in practical theology, and also highlights where women’s 
lives, having been excluded from practical theology, are ‘appropriate subject matter for 
theological reflection and as constitutive of theology itself’ (Mercer 2014, 105). This 
engagement in embodied experiences is critical and disruptive of current structures, but is 
also constructive, disclosive, and revelatory, ‘both in the ways it reconstructs practical caring 
and reconfigures our images of the divine’ (Graham 1999, 113). 
 
 However, the disruptive and revelatory nature of lived experiences is often reduced 
through incorporation into existing theological frameworks. Walton examines empirical and 
feminist practical theologies to argue that, despite their differences, both ‘capaciously 
receive the insights of lived experience and seek to comprehend them within a higher sacred 
frame’ (2014, 176). For Walton, this interpretive move tends to see everyday lived 
experience as devoid of meaning and thus requiring existing theological systems to provide 
meaning, intelligibility, and a sense of the divine. As noted above, such moves separate the 
sacred from daily life, rather than affirming the divine in the complexity and ambiguity of 
the everyday. Furthermore, Walton argues this takes a ‘benign understanding of theological 
practice’, seeing the world ‘as a place of wholesome coherence and embodied rationality 
where ordinary practice can innocently meet with theological reflection in a non-problematic 
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union’ (2014, 184). In other words, there is the danger of seeing both ‘practice’ and 
‘reflection’ as straightforward, easily understood, with rigorous, closed meanings.   
 
In this way, the specific nature of embodied experiences can be tamed through 
interpretation within broad, generalised categories. Beaudoin and Turpin critique this 
tendency in white practical theology of dealing with experiences in abstraction, for example, 
in making claims such as ‘“we all have bodies”, “we are all mortal”, we all have 
“vulnerability”’ (2014, 265). They argue:  
these are highly charged concepts when they arise from specific 
communities, and some bodies are more mortal and vulnerable than others, 
and what counts as an experience of one’s body is also culturally situated 
and subject to racial/class/gender circumstance. What goes unnamed is how 
these experiences arise under certain conditions of relative freedom and 
oppression. (2014, 265) 
 
This move of generalising experiences recuperates the disruptive, revelatory potential of 
concrete experiences into dominant norms, failing to account for the power dynamics in the 
ability to make certain, typically white, experiences universal, whilst naming others as 
belonging to specific minoritised groups (Beaudoin and Turpin 2014, 265). Similarly, Elaine 
Graham notes that dominant groups need to be aware of their own embodied location in 
power relations, otherwise ‘bodily experience is restricted to a property of those speaking 
from a position of difference, which in practice means the abnormal, problematic, victimized 
body’ (1999, 115).What is particularly relevant to this study is where strategies of meaning-
making in practical theology can obscure the lived experiences arising from specific 
communities. To explore this further, I draw on examples from Althaus-Reid and Goto that 
indicate where practices of categorisation and abstraction in theological reflection distort 
lived experiences of poverty and marginalisation, perpetuating harmful social constructions.  
 
Althaus-Reid argues that the category of ‘the poor’ in theological analysis rests on 
dominant Eurocentric hierarchies and categories, resulting in the exclusion of the materiality 
and complexity of people’s lived experiences of poverty. Offering an historical-materialist 
reading of the production of theology, Althaus-Reid articulates that it is not the case that 
grassroots communities have been excluded from the production of theological knowledge, 
rather they have been alienated in their participation in the production of theology, including 
within liberation theology (2004a).5 She argues that, as Latin American liberation theology 
                                                                                                                
5 Althaus-Reid’s use of Marxist analysis to frame the alienation of grassroots communities indicates that whilst 
grassroots communities are producing theological reflections tied to their material context, the ‘product’ of 
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has retained concerns for the ‘rigor of theology’ and the dualism between thought and action, 
even in engaging with grassroots communities liberation theology has reinforced the idea 
that ‘the theological needs of the academic are in tension with pragmatic or ecclesial needs’ 
(2004a, 110). Furthermore, liberation theology has become appropriated as a marketable 
product in Western Theology, as Althaus-Reid argues it has become a ‘theme park’ or 
‘botanic garden’ for Western theologians – an interesting place to visit rather than a valid 
location for doing theology (2004a, 129). As such, the meaning of liberation theology and 
the experiences of Base Ecclesial Communities, is still brought and controlled by the 
Western visitor (2004a, 129). Thus, argues Althaus-Reid, ‘Postcolonial Theologies go 
further than liberationist ones because their quest is to dehegemonize multiple bodies, such 
as human bodies in the discursive limits of sexuality, for instance, but also bodies of 
knowledge, including cultural and economic knowledge’ (2004a, 129). 
 
 This construction of ‘the poor’ as a category of theological analysis failed to remain 
with the contradictions and complexities of communities’ lived experiences. Althaus-Reid 
argues that by making ‘the poor’ an ‘abstract authority obliterating the contradictions that 
gender, sexuality and race introduce in the analysis of poor masses’ the result was a portrayal 
of ‘the deserving, asexual poor’ in liberation theology (2004a, 127; 2000, 28). She 
summarises: ‘“the poor” (as in the option for the poor) has worked sometimes as a big 
blanket category in which people (women, for instance) are easily subsumed. That is, by the 
way, the modus operandi of ideology. People get subsumed by ideas. People become things, 
and ideas, paraphrasing Marx, become people’ (2004b, 368). As Linn Tonstad explains, 
Althaus-Reid is concerned with the processes of abstraction by which theological categories 
‘become solidified, almost as if they were real’, and where these solidified categories 
become the standard to organise and judge real people and their messy realities (2018, 78). 
As an abstracted term with minimal reference to materiality, ‘the poor’ becomes 
commodified, meaning this term can be relocated from Latin American liberation to Western 
theologies, exchanged for ‘the poor’ in other contexts. ‘The poor’ in Argentina are read as 
‘the poor’ in Scotland; yet all remain as mythical versions of the poor. Writing as an 
Argentinian woman teaching and practising theology in Scotland, Althaus-Reid argues that 
when Western theologies have found it difficult to apply liberation theology in Europe, 
another misrecognition takes place: ‘the poor’ in Latin America are ‘just different’ to ‘the 
poor’ of Europe; they are seen as simpler and more religious – the idealised poor (2000, 32).  
                                                                                                                
theology is removed from their control, and circulated without reference to these material conditions, removing 
the grassroots communities’ meaning.  
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Through this process the disruptive, revelatory nature of people’s lived experiences 
of poverty are tamed, and indeed much of their experience is erased from theological 
discourse. Althaus-Reid argues that the construction of ‘the poor’ becomes ‘an object of 
codification, seldom of disruption’ (2004a, 128). In this theological process of abstraction – 
entwined with unequal socio-economic and political relations – ‘human beings misrecognise 
their relations to each other’ (Tonstad 2018, 78). As ‘theology’s permanent search for 
coherence is only an expression of its hegemonizing objectives, a taxonomy’, Althaus-Reid 
laments the tendency to homogenise experiences of sexuality and poverty in the face of many 
contradictions, stating that ‘theology has become the art of erasing them’ (2000, 45). It is 
precisely these contradictions that enable theologies to ‘live and engage the questions they 
keep settling too quickly’, as ‘remaining in the presence of ambivalence’ keeps open and 
alive texts and traditions, calling us ‘to experience the full reality of God, of life, beyond our 
attempts to domesticate divinity’ (Grau 2012, 183, emphasis mine).   
 
 In a similar way, Goto analyses where communities are misrepresented by the 
assumption of coherent, stable categories and hierarchies in practical theology. She argues 
that the lived experiences of communities are often framed by notions of ‘context’ in 
practical theology, a concept that has become a ‘code word that signals a taken-for-granted, 
more-or-less shared understanding’ masking both the range of meanings from theory and 
also the ‘diverse lived experiences to which it necessarily refers’ (2018, 2). Assessing how 
six different practical theologies approach the lived experiences of communities, Goto offers 
the ‘test case’ of a specific Asian American Catholic community, drawn from Rachel 
Bundang’s ethnographic research: Filipino American Catholic prayer circles that gather in 
the homes of families in the community, taking turns hosting statues of a localised Mary or 
Jesus, such as Ang Birhen ng Antipolo, Our Lady of Peace and Good Voyage, and Ang Santo 
Niño, the Infant Jesus of Prague (Goto 2018, 112; Bundang 2007, 90). Goto notes this faith 
community is full of hybridity and multiplicity in languages, cultures, religious traditions, 
and generations (2018, 113). In Bundang’s own reflections – infused with both ‘an 
immigrant daughter’s ambivalence’ and also a sense of this being ‘home’ – she states this is 
‘a life that on many levels blurs the line between alien and familiar, even for the 
insider/outsider’ (2007, 88). A community characterised by such ‘hybridity, multiplicity, 
fluidity, and silence’ can, argues Goto, ‘make it difficult to grasp and describe their 
particularity while still accounting for difference’ (2018, 127).  
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 Through this example, Goto highlights the limits of practical theological 
methodologies that explain context through universally applicable methods or principles. 
Goto critiques the ‘container’ model of context that examines a community through the 
categories of ‘local, national, global, and western culture’ with the research ‘moving from 
smaller to larger categories or “containers”’ which are ‘implicitly understood to be nested 
one inside the other’ (2018, 94). Such division between the local and the global does not 
hold for Asian American communities shaped by histories of colonialism and globalisation, 
as ‘translocality and transnationality are part of their reality, which is contradictory, 
discontinuous, and shifting’, with a sense of being ‘in-between’, shaped by both the 
‘presence and absence of multiple cultures’ (105–6). Goto is clear that these features should 
not be used to mark minoritised communities as ‘other’, stating that most faith communities 
are ‘more heterogeneous, glocal, and fluid than we tend to be in the habit of thinking’ as 
multiplicity, contradiction and particularity are ‘present in many forms – multiple theologies, 
cultures, languages, aesthetics sensibilities, sexual orientations, gender expressions, histories 
and memories’ (131).  
 
 In Goto’s assessment, challenging the assumption of stable, coherent categories is 
not simply about being ‘better equipped for diversity’ but is about recognising how 
theologians encounter, relate to, and interpret people, communities, cultures, and the divine. 
She summarises: ‘as it turns out, the ways that we practical theologians construe “context” 
express, among other things, how we approach the otherness of what we seek to understand’ 
(2018, 109, italics original). She explains that, in part by taking context as a stable, 
transparent object that is ‘out there’ and can be revealed and examined with the right skills, 
practical theology ignores the researcher’s ‘indelible imprint on what is “revealed”’ as 
context (110). Essentially, our assumptions about what we will find and how we will find it 
– based on our experience, training, power, and privilege – influence what we think we have 
found, and how we construct those findings in our representations.  
 
What Goto and Althaus-Reid’s work offers here is a challenge to refuse the 
categories and containers that determine too much in advance what we will find, containers 
that cannot hold the complexity, fluidity, and otherness of lived experiences. These critiques 
of the abstraction of lived experiences draw attention to the processes of representing others 
in practical theological research. Drawing on the work of postcolonial critic Gayatri Spivak, 
Goto discusses ‘epistemic violence’, defining it as ‘the harm done to an individual when her 
understanding of reality is ignored, obscured, and overridden by another person (or persons) 
who in words and actions redefine(s) that reality’ (2017, 182). The danger of epistemic 
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violence is particularly prevalent in practical theology ‘where we are given institutional 
authority to interpret and represent the lived experiences of others’ (Goto 2017, 182). Goto 
asserts:  
Because practical theologians refer to real people and communities, there is 
no avoiding representation. If we can become vigilant of our propensity and 
practices to objectify, misrepresent, and override the other’s knowledge, we 
can find alternative ways – perhaps not avoid but mitigate the problems to 
which I am drawing attention. (2017, 189)  
 
Similar to Althaus-Reid’s concern for theological concepts becoming abstracted and leading 
to misrecognition, Goto argues that there is a tendency to forget that our representations of 
others are just that – representations (2017, 184–5). She suggests that practical theologians 
often trust in good intentions and sound research methods that give legitimacy to our efforts 
in knowing the other (2018, 132, 159). Similarly, Rivera argues that we ‘must avoid the 
implication that any person can ever be fully represented by concepts and categories’, 
indicating that even theologies committed to emancipation repeat imperialist tendencies by 
being overconfident in their abilities to represent others (2007, 12, 74).   
 
 
Practical  Theology  as  a  Process  of  Making    
 
Aware of the unavoidable dangers in representing lived experiences in practical theology, I 
suggest that a poetic approach provides a generative focus on the processes of constructing 
meanings and representations. Broadly, poetics points to the activity of meaning-making and 
particular strategies of constructing texts and worldviews, and poetic practical theologies 
have advocated for attending to meaning-making strategies that are often overlooked in 
dominant theologies. As I highlighted in the previous chapter, poetic attention to lived 
experiences of oppression, trauma, and loss require theology to re-order its ways of making 
connections and framing meaning in order to be responsive to those who struggle against 
oppression. In this way, the poetics articulated by Chopp and Rivera focuses on making 
meaning with the disruptions and fragments that have been disregarded by theological 
systems. Recognising the critiques of practical theology noted above, Walton seeks instead 
a poetic practical theology that goes ‘beyond the boundaries of current epistemological 
categories’ and engages the ‘things we have perceived as being of little worth which are hard 
to study and impossible to pin down in texts and tables’ (2014, 183–4).  
 
 The work of French cultural theorist and Jesuit Michel de Certeau has been 
influential in constructing poetic approaches, particularly in Walton’s work on poetic 
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practical theologies. In The Practice of Everyday Life (1988) de Certeau argues that everyday 
practices such as walking, cooking, and reading are fundamental to how culture is made, yet 
go unrecognised by certain analytic approaches. Everyday practices are seen by de Certeau 
as forms of poetic making, indicating the intelligence and inventiveness of those in the midst 
of ‘everyday struggles and pleasures’ (1988, xx). This resonates with Isasi-Díaz’s 
articulation of lo cotidiano as the critical and interpretive everyday knowledges of grassroots 
communities. For de Certeau, it is through these everyday practices that ordinary people 
make ‘innumerable and infinitesimal transformations of and within the dominant cultural 
economy’, yet such practices do not ‘surface’ in the totalising, panoptic visions of academic 
and analytic models (1988, xiii, 91). Recognising the challenges of representing these 
everyday activities without flattening them in his analysis, de Certeau’s work offers the 
ethical imperative of making space for others’ voices – in all their unmanageability and 
excess – to be heard (Highmore 2007, Sheldrake 2014). I explore the relationship between 
everyday practices and transformation in de Certeau’s work further in chapter six.  
 
What de Certeau’s work offers is an approach to theological meaning-making that 
recognises the often-overlooked and yet generative practices of the everyday. Influenced by 
de Certeau’s work, Walton suggests engaging practices of bricolage, processes of working 
with and re-working the heterogeneous elements that make the most of ‘whatever is to hand’ 
(2019, 14; quoting Lévi-Strauss 2004, 21). Poetic bricolage, as a practice of being 
‘differently productive’ in practical theology, proceeds not ‘along the fair, broad highways 
of academic knowledge’ but instead ‘along the faultlines, cracks, and fissures in our 
disciplinary endeavours in which these grand designs fragments and begin to creatively re-
form’, in particular by using scraps that ‘the machine-system discards as useless’ (Walton 
2019, 18). Emphasising such heterogeneous sources, Walton offers the reminder that the 
‘pure façade of theological discourse’ conceals ‘the heterogeneous, wildly weird, and rich 
rag bag of sources from which it is constructed’ and encourages practical theology to 
embrace the ‘multiple sources, its generative hybridity, the deep longings and desires, 
performances and practices through which it was created’ (2018, 9). Such heterogeneity 
indicates the limitations of a ‘taxonomy of transcendence’ (Walton 2018, 223) that separates 
out immanence and transcendence, and instead recognises the presence of the sacred in what 
has been deemed too worldly, too impure, too mundane, too unsettled for use in practical 
theology. For Walton, this poetic practical theology is an approach that recognises ordinary 
everyday life as ‘scattered with marvels’ (2014, 183; 2019, 21; quoting de Certeau, Giard, 
Mayol 1998, 213).  
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 It is in this practice of creative making that practical theology engages in 
transformation as an ongoing process. Poetic approaches seek to ‘reimagine and refashion’ 
the world (Chopp 2001, 61), practising a ‘metaphoric construction’ that ‘enables human 
beings to engage in transformative action in the world as they create new conjunctions that 
empower them to apprehend existence in fresh ways’ (Walton 2014, 144; drawing on 
Ricoeur 1991). As I have been arguing, the work of sharing lived experiences of 
marginalisation and oppression enables the envisioning of alternative ways of relating to 
each other, society, and the divine, reshaping our social imaginary. However, as I have 
argued elsewhere, it is crucial to ask: ‘on whose terms have such refashionings and 
reimaginings of the world been deemed transformative?’ (Radford 2017, 129). This is not 
making as an inscribing meaning on inert objects, rather, I advocate for a poetic practice 
alert to the performative influence of bodies, texts, matter, histories, and cultures with which 
the practical theologian works and re-works. In the previous chapter, I noted Rivera’s 
argument that poetic attention to representation and meaning-making are not ‘abstract 
debates’, rather our constructed representations performatively influence embodied, 
relational everyday life. Attention to the constructed nature of our representations refuses 
terming them as ‘just’ representations as this would ignore where ‘descriptions of bodies, 
worlds, and their co-constitutions are creative renderings with material effects’ (Rivera 
2015, 157). Rather, recognising the performative nature of poetics enables an understanding 
of the shaping influence of these images and narratives on social-material relations.  
 
 However, poetics does not offer an easy programme or replicable method for 
constructing meaning and enacting transformation. I noted in the previous chapter Walton’s 
critique of Chopp’s failure to engage fully with the ‘ambivalent and disturbing force’ of the 
trauma literature she cites, as, for Walton, these literatures open up a revelatory potential in 
poetics that cannot be tamed; poetics is a disruptive, broken language, through which we 
may ‘discern the irruption of an unmanageable transcendence’ (Walton 2014, 162). Poetics 
is thus not only a means of ‘employing linguistic gestures to change the idioms of culture’, 
but poetics also ‘opens up a terrifying revelation’ (Walton 2014, 162). In this, poetic 
practical theology is not the construction of alternative systems of theological knowledge, 
but an orientation toward otherness in the midst of encounter, toward the unnameable in the 
midst of daily life. In this way, poetics as a mode of ‘knowing, being, and acting in the 
world’, is one that is open to enacting transformation, but one in which the practical 
theologian and their theological methodology also ‘risk being transformed’ (Rivera 2015, 
4).  
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Imaging  Ambivalent,  Heterogeneous  Making    
 
In order to illustrate this process of making, I draw on the writing of Gloria Anzaldúa and 
Helen Oyeyemi as their engagement in multiple genres, cultures, and histories demonstrates 
this working with heterogeneous sources. Both writers also offer compelling images of 
poetic construction when entangled in complex power relations, whether in Anzaldúa’s 
reflections on her writing process, or in Oyeyemi’s characters enacting their own processes 
of writing and making. Although practical theology has not developed a sustained 
engagement in literature, the relationship between theology and literature offers a generative 
way of thinking about this poetic process of constructing theologies and representations of 
lived experiences. Engaging in literature may enable reflection on the strategies of 
authorisation within practical theology (Walton 2014, 133–4), and on the economic, 
personal, political, and spiritual elements of writing, as ‘how we write says much about what 
we believe and the power we savour or squander when we turn to crafting words’ (Miller-
McLemore 2016a, 804). Furthermore, literature can question what theology has made certain 
and secure (Walton 2007, 2011), providing a suitable strategy for what I have been arguing 
in this chapter.   
 
 Gloria Anzaldúa’s work shifts between languages and genres, between theorising 
and reflecting in constructing texts that are at once deeply personal and political. Her writing 
exemplifies her working out of the ‘Borderlands’ as a life-long project of examining personal 
and political conditions of moving between ‘multiple, often conflicting worlds’ from her 
own experience as an indigenous queer Chicana woman (Keating 2006, 6). She states that 
‘being a writer feels very much like being a Chicana, or being queer – a lot of squirming, 
coming up against all sorts of walls. Or its opposite: nothing defined or definite, a boundless, 
floating state of limbo where I kick my heels, brood, percolate, hibernate and wait for 
something to happen’ (2007, 94). Anzaldúa uses strong, organic metaphors for linking her 
processes of writing and transformation: pregnancy and birthing; wounds and healing; grass 
growing slowly but with enough force to push past obstacles (2007, 93–95; 2015, 93). 
Anzaldúa suggests that ‘cracks in the discourse are like tender shoots of grass, plants pushing 
against the fixed cement of disciplines and cultural beliefs, eventually overturning the 
cement slabs’ (2015, 73). However, she also uses metaphors that link the geo-political and 
the bodily in describing the writing process – for example, the well-known bridge image she 
develops across her work: ‘her body, a crossroads, a fragile bridge, cannot support the tons 
of cargo passing through it. She wants to install “stop” and “go” signal lights, instigate a 
curfew, police Poetry. But something wants to come out’ (2007, 96). This process of making, 
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birthing, transforming, is both a construction of texts – theoretical and poetic – and also 
making herself: ‘my soul makes itself through the creative act. It is constantly remaking and 
giving birth to itself through my body’ (2007, 95).  
 
 Anzaldúa explains that her indigenous culture did not split ‘the artistic from the 
functional, the sacred from the secular, art from everyday life’, rather the ‘religious, social 
and aesthetic purposes of art were all intertwined’ (2007, 88). She describes the feelings of 
dislocation and ‘double-ness’ in attending the opening of an Aztec exhibition at Denver 
museum; seeing everyday objects displayed behind glass as art, implying that ‘Aztecs and 
their culture have been dead for hundreds of years when in fact there are still ten thousand 
Aztec survivors living in Mexico’ (48). Reflecting on the process of historical and cultural 
reconstruction through imaginative acts despite ‘history, language, identity and pride’ being 
continually erased, Anzaldúa asks herself what it means to enter the museum as ‘this queer 
Chicana’ wondering if she will find her historical indigenous identity (48). This sense of 
double-ness increases with the sensationalised and exoticised images, as she reflects that 
though ‘I, too, am a gaping consumer, I feel that these artworks are part of my legacy; my 
appropriation differs from the misappropriation by “outsiders”’ (50). In the text Anzaldúa 
constructs, she reflects on where the museum pieces recalled in her mind contemporary 
artworks by Chicano/a and other border artists who reconstruct and keep alive indigenous 
images, language, and culture, and ‘connect their art to everyday life with political, sacred, 
and aesthetic values’ (2015, 53). In this, she notes where these practices of border artists 
work against the erasures and clear categorisations of the dominant culture.  
 
I am drawn to Anzaldúa’s descriptions of her writing processes as intimately 
connected with her experiences of chronic illness. I noted in the previous chapter where 
Rivera draws on Anzaldúa’s writings about her embodied experience to highlight that bodies 
hold together multiple contradictory experiences. As Suzanne Bost notes, Anzaldúa’s 
experiences of chronic illness and pain were part of her understanding of this borderlands or 
mestiza agency in which ‘writing is thus a process of incorporating and dis-corporating’ 
(2009, 86). Anzaldúa reflected in an interview that in creating a ‘textual self’, this also 
changed her ‘historical’ self: 
I’m kind of creating myself as I go along, mostly through the writing and 
the speaking. In order to do this I have to take myself apart and then put 
myself together […] and it’s very painful, this dismemberment, burial, and 
then having to look for all the hidden parts of you that have been scattered 
throughout. And when you reconstitute yourself, or when I reconstitute 
myself, it’s a different me that I reconstitute, and that’s where the 
transformative aspect comes in. But also it’s like tearing apart your innards, 
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your entrails, and it’s physically painful, and psychologically painful. 
(Reuman 2000, 15)  
 
Bost comments that the view of the body emerging in Anzaldúa’s work is one that is not 
passive, static or abstract, but balances ‘shifting foundations with material specificity’ (2009, 
91). However, Anzaldúa felt that many commentators overlooked this sense of the spiritual, 
poetic, embodied practice in her writing (Bost 2009; Rivera 2010b).  
 
In sections of her later work, Anzaldúa writes in the second person to engage the 
reader in her embodied process of writing. She details her everyday struggle with chronic 
health conditions, alongside regular walks at the edge of the sea, the feelings of waking from 
sleep, episodes of depression, and also the intense cultural and spiritual longings to construct 
a symbolic system that can ‘change the reader’s sense of what the world is like’ (2015, 96).  
She reflects on applying what she has learnt about her body and chronic illness to writing, 
summarising: ‘you’ve learnt that writing about writing is more about life than it is about 
writing; that writing mirrors the struggle in your own life, from denial to recognition and 
change; that writing illumines your fears and dreams. All these insights are precious because 
you wrestled them out of the granite walls of your creative block’ (2015, 115). In her earlier 
work, Anzaldúa describes looking back over the book she has nearly finished writing and 
seeing the ‘mosaic pattern’ emerging, through the ‘numerous overlays of pain, rough 
surfaces, smooth surfaces’, seeing the ‘hybridization of metaphor, different species of ideas 
[…] full of variations and seeming contradictions’ (2007, 88). She considers this as ‘an 
assemblage, a montage’,   
the whole thing has a mind of its own, escaping me and insisting on putting 
together the pieces of its own puzzle with minimal direction from my will. 
It is a rebellious, wilful entity, a precocious girl-child forced to grow up too 
quickly, rough, unyielding, with pieces of feather sticking out here and 
there, fur, twigs, clay. (2007, 88–89)  
 
Anzaldúa’s reflections on the embodied process of writing image this transformative 
struggle as ambivalent and multi-layered, reclaiming and re-forming from multiple 
materials.   
 
 I now turn to the work of Helen Oyeyemi as her work offers vital images for the 
complexity of meaning-making in the face of oppressive cultures; and also engaging this 
literature alongside theology provides a ‘renewing challenge to theological certainties’ (Fisk 
2014, xvii). Throughout her fiction, British Nigerian writer Helen Oyeyemi weaves together 
heterogenous sources through metafictive and revisioning strategies that expose the 
gendered, racial, and colonial dynamics in literary traditions and cultural narratives. Her 
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work blends multiple gothic, fairytale, and fantasy genres interpreted through postcolonial 
and feminist lenses, and, by crossing multiple genres, her work draws the reader’s attention 
to how knowledge is constructed in different genres (Radford 2018). Her 2011 novel Mr Fox 
retells the Bluebeard fairytale, infused with references to Gothic literature, Yoruba culture, 
and Egyptian cosmology in order to address patriarchal and colonial legacies that legitimise 
violence against women. Set in 1930s New England, the novel opens with writer St John 
Fox receiving an unsettling visitation from his imaginary muse, Mary, who protests the 
violent deaths he constructs for the women in his stories. St John retorts by claiming the 
fictive nature of these representations, stating it is ‘ridiculous to be so sensitive about the 
content of fiction. It’s not real. […] It’s all just a lot of games’ (2011, 5). However, Mary 
condemns the ‘horrible kind of logic’ he builds in his stories to justify violence against 
women: 
it was because she kept the chain on the door, it was because he needed to 
let off steam after a hard day’s scraping and bowing at work, it was because 
she was irritating and stupid, it was because she lied to him, made a fool of 
him, it was because she had to die, she just had to, it makes dramatic sense, 
it was because “nothing is more poetic than the death of a beautiful woman”, 
it was because of this, it was because of that. It’s obscene to make such 
things reasonable. (120)  
 
As the gothic genre ‘lends corporeality to the ghosts of the colonial past as well as materiality 
to the often ambiguous condition of the postcolonial present’, Oyeyemi uses the character 
of Mary to lend corporeality to the uncanny effects of literature and representation (Mafe 
2012, 23).  
 
 Oyeyemi stages a storytelling game between Mary and St John, using these stories 
as devices for exploring questions of power, obedience, and violence in different eras and 
global locations. These stories revise themes in the Bluebeard fairytale, originally recorded 
by Charles Perrault, in which a young wife is murdered by her husband as a consequence of 
her supposed ‘disobedience’ in entering a forbidden chamber and discovering the bodies of 
his previous wives. Following in a tradition of feminist retellings such as those by Angela 
Carter, Nalo Hopkinson, and Margaret Atwood, these stories question where Bluebeard and 
similar cultural narratives focus on female disobedience as the moral of the tale, rather than 
on the murderous husband, highlighting that what has been offered as ‘reasonable’ 
explanation is in fact ‘obscene’. For example, the story ‘what happens next’ images a girl 
whose father forces her to recite newspaper clippings detailing women’s murders, quizzing 
her about the causes of their deaths: namely disobedience to men. Later, after her father’s 
imprisonment for the murder of her mother, she reflects that what she really learnt was the 
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pattern that women know their killers, have asked for help, but are told ‘it won’t happen’. 
Through this meta-fictional storytelling game, Oyeyemi’s fiction indicates the impact of 
cultural and literary representation of socio-material realities, demonstrating where the 
‘horrible logic’ of blaming women for the violence against them carries through multiple 
genres and mediums, and cannot be written off as ‘just fiction’.   
 
Through the storytelling game, Oyeyemi images a plurality of authors and multiple 
exchanges of letters and notes, drawing attention to the construction of meaning as a site of 
struggle and potential transformation of gendered, colonial power dynamics. Previously 
marginalised characters are seen to gain agency through the act of storytelling, and Mary 
gains materiality and autonomy from St John through the storytelling game. Yet, this is not 
an easy or direct process. In the story ‘be bold, be bold, but not too bold’, a young woman 
exchanges letters with a male writer, asking him to read her work, but he initially refuses, 
wryly commenting that he is reputed to be a ‘harsh destroyer of the feminine creative 
impulse’ (21). Although he does eventually accept, she hears nothing from him and must 
eventually go to his office to claim her work. When she arrives, he orders her work to be 
burned:  
The leather cover burned with a harsh sound like someone trying to hold 
back a cry between their teeth. Still I held the folder. […] I watched words 
turn amber and float away.  
I liked these stories. […] I’d worked hard on them. 
There was so much smoke in my eyes. 
But I held on. (50)  
 
Suggestive of the ease with which those in power can deny women’s narrative realities and 
destroy their creative work, this also images the resolve of holding on to the remaining 
fragments.  
 
 However, Oyeyemi also indicates the impossibility of forming wholeness from such 
fragments. The same young woman writer tears words from her typewriter: ‘when I touched 
the two halves together they didn’t even fit anymore’ (36). In yet another story, a young boy 
is being raised by a woman who collects artistic impressions of body parts that, when 
assembled, will ‘create the suggestion of a woman, a woman who crammed the room from 
wall to wall’ (181, 185). The collector asks the boy to search for a heart that will complete 
the work, yet the boy ‘did not ever feel anything in the presence’ of the art, knowing it to be 
‘a collection, not a woman’ (185). The boy finds a heart belonging to a girl from Osogbo 
who has placed her heart in a shrine because it is too heavy, too strong, too open, 
‘inexhaustable’ (190, italics original). The boy assembles the fragmented woman around the 
    
67 
heart: ‘the gathered woman, scattered across sculptures and glass and photographs and 
scraps of paper, the gathered woman became complete and almost breathed. Almost…’ 
(191). As criticism of Mr Fox has highlighted readers’ desires for greater connections 
between the stories, in Mr Fox ‘Oyeyemi reveals and disrupts what she posits as a 
fundamental human need to order fragmentary experience into a structuring narrative, 
warning how such narratives limit and ensnare those who weave them’ (Buckley and Ilott 
2017, 17). Thus, whilst the storytelling game invites the reader to create connections between 
the fragmented stories, the reader – like the art collector’s son – is never quite allowed to 
believe in the illusion of wholeness. 
 
 In engaging with Anzaldúa and Oyeyemi, I am developing images for practical 
theology as an ambivalent process of making that draws on heterogenous sources to 
construct bricolages, assemblages, or collections that enable transformation. In these 
writings, ambivalence emerges ‘less an absence of conviction, or presence of irreconcilable 
dividedness, than an excess of intensely held, complex commitments and emotions’, 
compelling rather than evading political engagement and encounters with others (Cole 2017, 
88–89). Bringing these texts into conversation with theological approaches in this chapter, I 
am enacting a making of my own through an interplay of heterogeneous sources. However, 
whilst it is impossible to take literature ‘on its own terms’, there is the danger that I am 
plundering literature here to bolster my own argument about the ambivalent process of 
theological making, and as such presenting an all too harmonious whole (Fisk 2014, 2). 
Thus, the process of making is entangled power dynamics and it is crucial to consider my 
role in constructing from different sources, especially in relation to the experiences and 
writings of women of colour that are frequently erased, appropriated, and misrepresented by 
dominant cultures.  
 
Risking  Transformation  
 
So far in this chapter I have been critiquing dominant theological approaches in which too 
much is known in advance when lived experience is interpreted through pre-determined 
categories and containers. In contrast, I have begun to articulate a poetic approach that 
follows the cracks and chance fault-lines that ‘have the potential to point to another path, to 
signal radically new possibilities’ (Kwok 2004, 30), a way of being ‘differently productive’ 
rather than following the ‘broad highways’ of theological knowledge (Walton 2019, 18). 
This poetic making, a way of knowing, being, and acting in the world, risks being 
transformed (Rivera 2015, 4). Without an approach that risks being altered, refashioned, or 
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transformed in the process of research, I suggest practical theology potentially remains 
‘looking for what it has already found’, propagating ‘a form of attention that will carry on 
finding what it already knows, what it has already known’ (Highmore 2006, 19). An 
approach that sees practical theology as ‘tracing the sacred’ recognises that ‘when we do 
theology, we travel the realm of the sacred, trying to understand what is happening there, 
and letting ourselves be affected by what and whom we encounter’ (Ganzevoort 2009, 5).  
 
Practical theology benefits from this participative, spiritual, self-implicating 
understanding of risking transformation. Recognising that we cannot be completely 
distanced from our subject, ‘risking transformation is part of what it means to truly interpret 
and understand our subject’ (Wolfteich 2009, 137). How might we recognise the 
transformations ‘risked’ when immersing ourselves in researching with different 
communities in ways that ‘challenge our well-worn understandings’ (Wolfteich 2009, 137)? 
Elaine Graham’s articulation of practical theology as a performative discipline highlights 
that reflecting on practice is not simply in the service of better technical skills for creating 
change, but that theological practices and encounters can ‘disclose new realities and 
perspectives on human experience and Divine reality’ (Graham 1996, 10). In this way, 
understandings of practical theology and transformation are generated and reshaped through 
specific and concrete ‘disclosive’ practices and encounters. I have also suggested that such 
an approach is embodied and ambivalent, multiply implicated in relations of power and 
privilege, aware of the pains and misrecognitions in processes of constructing practical 
theologies in relation to lived experiences. In light of this, I suggest three areas of attention 
that remain responsive to power dynamics and open to risking transformation in engaging 
lived experiences in practical theology.   
 
Relationality  and  Complexity    
 
Firstly, I am advocating for attention to the relationality and complexity of lived experiences 
as a source of critical knowledge. In critiquing objectivist and abstracted knowledge claims, 
feminist epistemologies have argued for practices of situating knowledge from particular 
locations or standpoints, although such moves can create essentialised views of gender and 
race (for example, Nancy Hartsock 2004/1983; Sandra Harding 1986, 1992; Donna Haraway 
1988; Patricia Hill Collins 1989, 1991, 1998; bell hooks 1991). However, feminist 
standpoint theorists have articulated a move away from ‘perspective’ as pure experience 
toward an emphasis on action, praxis, and community in seeing an epistemological 
standpoint as ‘achieved rather than obvious, a mediated rather than immediate 
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understanding’ (Hartsock 2004, 39). Patricia Hill Collins argues that standpoints are not 
individualistic but refer to ‘historically shared group-based experiences’, emphasising in her 
work that black feminist standpoints engage both the commonalities of group outlook and 
also where the different interactions of ‘class, region, age, and sexual orientation’ produce 
‘different expressions of these common themes’ (2004, 247, 105). This echoes Isasi-Díaz’s 
articulation of lo cotidiano as highlighting the specific ways of knowing shaped by everyday 
realities, and the emphasis on mujerista theology as emerging from the collaborative, critical 
reflections of Hispanic and Latina women (Kamitsuka 2007, 56). 
 
 The ‘margins’ are an example of a site where critical, resistant, alternative 
knowledges are constructed, although the term can become abstracted from material 
reference. As highlighted in Anzaldúa’s work, locations such as the ‘borderlands’ are at once 
material and epistemological, recognising the interrelatedness of the sacred, social, and 
bodily, of art and everyday life. Developing her own argument that the margins are a site of 
‘possibility’ more than deprivation, bell hooks comments that the margins are not mythical, 
but come from lived experiences that nourish critical resistance (1991, 150). Postcolonial 
theology is influenced by Spivak’s notion of the margins as sites of critical engagement, and 
Kwok articulates that practical theology will benefit from Spivak’s call to be placed in 
relationship to and learn from the margins, cultivating a ‘new cultural imaginary by training 
the imagination through literary and aesthetic education’ that enables forms of thinking 
central to practices of justice (Kwok 2015, 14; see also Kwok 2004; Rivera 2008). Spivak 
articulates the possibilities of a pedagogical engagement with the margins, a ‘training in the 
imagination to learn to listen to the voice of the other’, resulting in seeing the margins not 
as a fixed location, but a ‘deconstructive space that upholds its “irreducible singularity” and 
alterity’ (Vinayaraj 2014, 149).  
 
 Recognising standpoints or locations for knowing is not to give way to essentialism 
but requires recognising the complexity and relationality of such positions. Spaces of critical 
resistance occur not in seeing locations as a ‘unified, fixed, essentialized space’, but a space 
of ‘multiple, contradictory, paradoxical hybrid positions’ (Kang 2013, 66). It is crucial to 
consider the multiple intersections of power and privilege that influence lived experiences 
and how we engage with our own and others’ experiences. Yet, recognition of intersectional 
identities cannot emerge through ‘adding’ additional ‘ethnographic categories’; rather, as 
Rivera argues, the experiences of ‘postcolonial characters’ – for example, those articulating 
queer and mestiza standpoints – ‘offer us a critique and alternative understanding of 
subjectivity under multiple, mutable multidimensional force-fields of power and allegiance’ 
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(2008, 124). Although I am suggesting the need to address multiple axes around gender, 
class, race, dis/ability, and global location, such aspects of another’s experiences are not 
always immediate or transparent to us, nor should we make them so through our theologies. 
Such an approach recognises that in any encounter, others bring with them ‘shadows and 
histories, scars and traces’ (Young 1997, 354), informed by multiple other encounters and 
histories. Rivera explains her perception: ‘as if looking through wide-angle lenses, I try to 
see each face and body in the web of relations in which persons become – a web that extends 
beyond our range of vision, through the world, and throughout history’ (Rivera 2007, 100). 
Such a perception treats marginalised others’ experiential knowledges less as the ‘botanic 
garden’ to visit, and more as the ‘garden of forking paths’ (Rivera 2007, 117; drawing on 
Jorges Luis Borges short story of the same name) in which others’ multiple, relational, and 
unfolding experiences defy our analytic charting.  
 
 Attending to the complexity and relationality of our own and others’ subject positions 
emphasises the need to engage with others who are differently located to us. Addressing my 
own power and privilege cannot be done in isolation but must be addressed in relation to and 
with others: ‘because power relations are co-constructed, dismantling and re-constructing 
them must be practiced with others who do not share your social location’ (Goto 2018, 22, 
italics original). As I discuss in the next chapter, methods of participative research and 
radical reflexivity require not only thinking about one’s own positionality but also about 
how our assumptions are collectively and culturally constructed, requiring that we learn and 
unlearn our frameworks with others who are different to us (Goto 2018, 212). This 
negotiating with multiple others in critical engagement, ‘listening to others, especially those 
we have oppressed or have the potential to oppress’ is a praxis that can develop alternative, 
resistant, and transformative possibilities (Kwok 2005, 74).  
 
Fragments  
 
Secondly, I am proposing attention to fragments. In theological discourses, discussions of 
‘theological fragments’ have emerged from different locations; whether responses to 
postmodern critiques of overarching grand narratives, or from postcolonial and queer 
theologies that affirm selves and histories as fractured and multiple (Forrester 2005; Slee 
2017). These offer different programs for engagement with fragmentation – for example, 
Duncan Forrester emphasised ‘theological fragments’ as a way of starting with the concrete 
and particular for ‘witnessing to the truth’ in fractured political times (2005, 4, 11). From a 
different perspective, feminist theologians such as Catherine Keller have explored the notion 
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of selves as fractured and fragmented within webs of relation (Keller 1986); yet, as Kwok 
notes, feminist theological engagement in fragmentation does not always adequately engage 
with power dynamics, given that ‘not all the fractured selves are positioned equally’ (2015, 
188).  
 
Here, I take ‘fragments’ as what is has been considered insufficient, insignificant, or 
in-credible to knowledge making in dominant theological systems. In the previous chapter, 
I indicated where Chopp and Rivera advocate for theological approaches attentive to where 
trauma marks language and histories as fractured, opaque, and interrupted, and, as such, 
these jarring fragments gesture to what has been judged as unspeakable. Thus, although 
marginalised people may have been represented in academic theology and theory, their own 
self-representations through stories, song, poetry, and art has not been included as their 
‘knowledges have been ruled out as nondata: too fragmented, or insufficiently documented 
for serious inquiry’ (Kwok, 2005, 30). Yet, as these fragments indicate the limitations and 
instabilities of theological claims to totality, they gesture toward ‘radically new possibilities’ 
(Kwok 2005, 30; Althaus-Reid 2004b).   
 
However, working with fragments requires resisting the desire to shape such 
fragments into a total system of explanation. Although poetic practices of bricolage advocate 
for making with and through fragments, shards, and scraps, these fragments question the 
creation of a seeming harmonious whole. Making and re-making with fragments is not about 
creating an ‘intertextual technique of pastiche’, but instead involves recognising the 
disruptive and interruptive quality of creative expressions of lived experiences that 
ultimately resist closure (Visweswaran 1994, 76). Above, I offered Oyeyemi’s work as an 
image of working with multiple fragments whilst also resisting the lure of believing that they 
can form a whole; such torn edges cannot fit back together. In this way, working with 
fragments may also include challenging where writing conventions are based in the ‘logic 
and order’ of ‘Western androcentric and hierarchical patterns’ by proceeding with a 
‘fragmentary way of reflection’ (Althaus-Reid 2004b, 367). Working creatively with the 
scraps and fragments is not to place emphasis on the individual ‘imagining subject’ as 
reshaping an overall framework, nor to articulate fragments as pieces that retain meaning 
through their origin in an overall system in which the fragment is recognised as a ‘detached 
part’ of system’s claim to totality (Kwok, 2005, 30; Althaus-Reid 2004b 265). For example, 
Forrester’s vision for theological fragments is criticised for retaining an emphasis on the 
fragments’ source in the ‘quarry’ of Christian narrative, and also for failing to recognise 
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where such jagged theological fragments may themselves be the source of social and cultural 
wounds (Forrester 2005, 17; Althaus-Reid 2004b, 265; Walton 2014, 160).  
 
One possibility, then, is in recognising the significance of fragments as gesturing 
toward persons, communities, and practices as existing in their own right, in their 
particularity, as theologically significant. Althaus-Reid suggests seeing fragments not as 
‘insufficient’ but as ‘integridades’, which refers to a sense of wholeness, honesty, and 
confronting ‘a social, economic or theological order which is imposing and powerful’ 
(2004b, 367, italics original). Drawing on an example of three Indian women ‘speaking 
back’ to colonial theology in India in 1913 as recorded in a missionary article, Althaus-Reid 
notes that such examples are not ‘loose pieces but whole structures of praxis in themselves’ 
(373). However, she also notes that such examples are often ‘rejected or assigned to 
oblivion’ as these fragments announce their ‘unfittingness’ and ‘incompatibility’, and, as 
such, the instability and impermanence of the system (373). She identifies sexuality, poverty, 
and race analysis as examples of ‘incompatible fragments which allows us to act and reflect 
theologically in a different, alternative way’ (374). In this way, fragments or ‘integridades’ 
point toward and represent the different, toward ‘an Otherness in itself, belonging to a 
different kind of evaluative and symbolic structure’ (365–7).  
 
 What I suggest this might mean for this research is that in working alongside 
communities, I aim to recognise their practices of everyday life as a significant praxis in its 
own right, rather than seeking to relocate and name such fragments within existing 
theological paradigms. This is not to suggest that resonances and connections cannot be 
made, but to resist seeing that such practices only have meaning through integration into a 
‘higher sacred frame’ (Walton 2014, 176). This raises significant tensions in my role as 
researcher, and in the next chapter I address practices of reflexivity and collaboration for 
researching practices of sharing lived experiences of marginalisation. Furthermore, such 
fragments may be fragile, shifting, plural, and impermanent, considered ‘incompatible’; in 
other words, leaving us wondering what to ‘do’ with such pieces that do not ‘fit’. Yet it may 
be in this discomforting, disruptive, and unruly way that practices of sharing lived 
experiences – both the activity of sharing and what is shared – signal toward alternative ways 
of relating to one another, to society, and to the divine.   
 
Particularity  and  Alterity  in  Encounters  
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Thirdly, I am suggesting attention to the particularity and alterity of others encountered in 
research. As I have been gesturing toward in this chapter, strategies of interpreting and 
representing lived experiences are entangled in questions of encountering and construing the 
otherness of persons and communities. The paradox here is that, as Elaine Graham notes, 
the ‘encounter with the “Other” presupposes a larger reality beyond the present and 
immediate’, yet this ‘encounter with the “beyond” is only possible and is forever grounded 
in the immediate’ (1996, 206–207). In dealing with questions of otherness, theologians have 
frequently engaged Emmanuel Levinas’s work on ‘the Other’ as an ethical approach that 
connects ‘human encounters with human “others” and the encounter with the divine “Other”’ 
(Bennett et al. 2018, 53). Levinas suggests that in encountering ‘the face of the Other’ we 
recognise their vulnerability and difference, resulting in an ethical summons of responsibility 
to the Other. Yet, in this encounter, something escapes our knowledge of the Other, as 
Levinas argues that there is the ‘gleam of exteriority or transcendence in the face of the 
Other’ (Levinas 1969, 24), which ‘exceeds all categories, pre-delineations, and 
anticipations’ (Drabinski 2011, 1). What is particularly relevant here is this sense of 
encountering others in ways that do not ‘grasp the other, or turn the other into a theme or 
thing’ (Ahmed 2000, 140).  
 
 However, there are problems for locating this Levinasian ‘other’ in particular socio-
economic situations.6 Drawing on traditions emerging from the Hebrew Scriptures, Levinas 
uses the figures of ‘the poor’, ‘the stranger’, ‘the widow’, and ‘the orphan’ as examples of 
this ‘Other’. Yet, Levinas erases their specificity, as these figures ‘do not have a referent in 
real being – the force of figuration is precisely the undoing of the possibility of reference as 
such’ (Ahmed 1998, 60, italics original). In this way, questions arise about how these 
somewhat abstracted figures of ‘the Other’ that Levinas associates with transcendence come 
to be named as ‘other’ by their communities. Defining ‘the poor’, ‘the stranger’, ‘the 
marginalised’ as ‘the Other’ can reinforce objectification, making these experiences appear 
as essential or natural positions rather than as products of a socio-economic system (Rivera 
2007). As I noted in Chopp’s work in the previous chapter, there is a danger in linking 
testimony and transcendence in ways that create too definite an identification between the 
‘others of history’ and ‘otherness’ as alterity. Rivera appraises Enrique Dussel’s liberationist 
reading of Levinas, affirming his attention to the concrete socio-political significance of 
                                                                                                                
6 John Caputo (1993) offers a critique of Levinas from a different perspective to those discussed here, 
arguing that the face-to-face encounter Levinas offers envisions a ‘pure’ ethical encounter apart from the 
complexities of political relations. In contrast, Caputo argues that a purity of relations is not possible and that 
our obligations to one another arise in the midst of political relations. 
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otherness in the particular context of Latin America. However, she questions where Dussel 
suggests that although ‘the Other’ is not currently comprehended by the system, this will 
change through practices of solidarity and communication, and also Dussel’s argument that 
liberation ethics ‘adopts as its own the alterity of the victims’ (2007, 75; quoting Dussel 
2013/2002, 218/311, italics Rivera). She suggests that such slippages in Dussel’s work 
indicate where this identification between ‘the poor’ and ‘the Other’ can result in 
appropriating ‘the Other’ as a way of constructing authority and certainty (2007, 75). 
Defining ‘the Other’ through a status or category, especially one adopts for oneself, fails to 
acknowledge the disruptive ethical claim of alterity. 
 
 This raises the challenge of being attentive to the particularity of lived experiences 
arising from particular socio-economic conditions, and also to the alterity of those 
encountered. Alterity and particularity are not in tension; they should not be imaged as 
opposing poles of ‘not known’ and ‘known’, or even ‘distance’ and ‘proximity’. Rather, I 
want to suggest an approach in which both emerge as aspects of our encounters with others. 
As I noted above, there is a tendency in practical theology for only those from a ‘position of 
difference’ to have specific, gendered, raced, dis/abled, embodied bodies (Graham 1999), 
which can result in seeing particularity as a property of speech or body of ‘the Other’ that 
can be made fully present or ‘real’ to us (Ahmed 2000, 156). Instead, Sara Ahmed articulates 
particularity as a way of naming ‘modes of encounter’, resulting in thinking of gender and 
race not as ‘something that this other has (which would thematise this other as always 
gendered and racialised in a certain way)’ but rather enables a consideration of ‘how such 
differences are determined at the level of encounter’, in as much as this immediate encounter 
is impacted by ‘broader social processes, that also operate elsewhere, and in other times, 
rather than simply in the present’ (2000, 145, italics original). Ahmed suggests asking ‘what 
are the conditions of possibility for us meeting here and now?’ as this encourages us to 
considers the histories that have made this encounter possible – in all its complex power 
dynamics – but also entails asking ‘what futures might it open up?’ (2000, 145, italics 
original). In other words, paying attention to the conditions that make encounters with others 
possible in research also enables attention to how such encounters might transform future 
relations. As a start, this entails thinking about conditions such as class and educational 
privilege that enable me as a funded researcher to meet others who are volunteers testifying 
to their lived experiences; yet it also requires thinking about how such an encounter might 
open futures of more collaborative knowledge-making practices.   
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 Rivera envisions a relational transcendence, engaging feminist and postcolonial 
reorientations of divine transcendence away from images of a distant, separate deity, and 
instead she articulates transcendence as relationality through irreducible difference and 
alterity (2007). Modifying Levinas, Rivera proposes: ‘Transcendence designates a relation 
with the reality irreducibly different from my own reality, without this difference destroying 
this relation and without the relation destroying this difference’ (2007, 82, italics original).7 
Engaging Levinas’s sense of the ‘gleam of transcendence’ encountered in the face of the 
Other, Rivera extends concepts of transcendence to human beings and the cosmos. She 
argues that the transcendence of the other is, again, not a ‘characteristic or location’ but 
emerges as a ‘product of relations between irreducibly different beings’, in which the ‘in-
finity of human beings springs from the intrinsic relationship between God and all creation’ 
(2007, 77). Rivera questions the way in which apophatic theologies ‘seldom include 
pronouncements of an ungraspable cosmos; they usually assert the ineffability of God 
without extending that attribute to the world or other creatures’ (2013, 58). Attention to this 
relational alterity recognises that we are shaped and know – others and the divine – through 
these encounters with others in the social-material world, yet others remain ungraspable, 
irreducibly different. There is an excess that escapes us in any encounter. Our abilities to 
represent others in our theologies, even as we are shaped by these others, are limited. Yet, 
our representations and theologies often make others all too graspable – too easily known 
and voiced – precisely at the moment when we desire them to be truly ungraspable.  
 
Concluding    
 
In this chapter, I have begun to construct a practical theological methodology as a process 
of making with heterogenous sources, responsive to the problems and possibilities in 
representing everyday lived experiences of marginalisation. Interacting with multiple 
sources from practical theology and postcolonial theology, to literature, philosophy, and 
cultural studies, I am affirming the theological and ethical significance of what has typically 
been deemed ‘outside’ the boundaries of ‘practical theology’ as a discipline. However, such 
interactions require attention to power dynamics in practices of interpreting and representing 
these lived experiences, otherwise there is the danger of diminishing such disruptive and 
disclosive expressions into pre-determined categories and containers in which too much is 
known in advance. I have suggested attention to complexity and relationality, to fragments, 
                                                                                                                
7 Rivera sees Levinas’ use of ‘alterity’ as ambiguous, perhaps referring to both the ‘Other’ and the ‘Holy 
Other’ and welcomes that ambiguity as part of her discussion (2007, 60).  
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and to particularity and alterity in encounters as ways of maintaining an ethical 
responsiveness to others in research, an approach that risks being transformed in the process.  
 
 Although I have been dealing with lived experience primarily through theory here, 
these dangers of misrecognition and abstraction and the ambivalence of representing lived 
experiences are far from theoretical. I have been writing this chapter in the lengthening dark, 
in the sequence of long nights transitioning from late autumn into winter that moves public 
imagination from Halloween, through Fireworks Night, and Remembrance Sunday. A UN 
Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights is touring the UK, listening to 
communities impacted by austerity, where ‘ordinary people speak in ordinary voices about 
horrors that are now quite ordinary’ (Chakrabortty 2018). His report condemns the 
disproportionate impact of austerity on those in poverty, women, ethnic minorities, children, 
asylum seekers, and people with disabilities, stating that this is a deliberate ‘political choice’ 
(Alston 2018, 22). Police are investigating after a video surfaced of a group of men burning 
an effigy of Grenfell Tower on Fireworks Night, their laughter and their racist, mocking 
comments clearly audible. Politicians condemned these actions, pointing to the disrespect 
for those who lost their lives, and the survivors. Yet, this is not the only harmful 
misrecognition: prior to the fire, resident’s safety concerns were dismissed, and the inquiry 
hearings continue in ways that ignore the impact of power imbalances and trauma on 
survivors (Shildrick 2018). At the time of writing, the majority of survivors are still waiting 
to be rehomed. Natasha Elcock, survivor and chair of Grenfell United suggests that 
misrecognition of Grenfell residents and others most impacted by austerity occurs through 
the perpetuation of stereotypes around class, race, religion, and dis/ability. Responding to 
the effigy, she writes ‘we know that other communities are fighting the same battles as we 
are, to be treated with dignity and respect’ (Elcock, 2018). I raise these events here – aware 
that this serves my own power and argument – because these are the conditions informing 
how we encounter one another in society, particularly those who are differently located to 
us. Yet, I also raise them because these are the images, the voices, the experiences – at once 
ordinary and traumatic – that disrupt practices of representing others, and disclose alternative 
ways of relating to one another and to the divine. It is currently seventeen months since the 
fire in Grenfell tower where seventy-two people died, and tomorrow there will be a silent 
walk to commemorate, as there has been on the fourteenth of every month since. This month, 
in a rejection of hate, a secondary group from South Norwood – home to those who made 
the effigy – will also march silently through their community in solidarity.  
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3.    Qualitative  Research  Methods      
 
Qualitative research methods are at the heart of the challenge of interpreting and representing 
lived experiences of marginalisation in practical theology. In this chapter, I explore 
qualitative methods for researching lived experiences, articulating where these methods are 
themselves entangled in the transformative yet ambivalent nature of theological research. 
Many researchers committed to change seek to address inequalities by foregrounding 
marginalised or ‘unheard’ stories through qualitative research, yet these methods also 
emerge from colonial histories and often re-inscribe unequal power dynamics. As qualitative 
methods involve encountering others’ lived experiences, these methods have become a site 
for critically questioning how power operates through practices such as constructing voices, 
reflexivity, and collaborative research. Precisely because ‘methods represent, and are 
freighted with, world-views and assumptions’ (Bennett et al. 2018, 133), qualitative methods 
and the debates surrounding them are tied to how practical theologies enact transformative 
aims. As Nancy Ramsey summarises, the ‘influence of emancipatory practice, commitments 
to justice and resistance, and the goal of transformation are also apparent in current 
trajectories of methodological innovation across the various fields of practical theological 
disciplines’ (2012, 190). 
 
 Firstly, I discuss the debates over qualitative methods in practical theology, locating 
this research within an emerging tradition of creative qualitative methods. Secondly, I 
outline four qualitative methods that are useful for researching practices of sharing lived 
experiences: ethnography; autoethnography; participative action research (PAR); and 
creative arts-based research. Finally, I discuss three key practices that emerge from 
qualitative research methods in practical theology: constructing voice; reflexivity; and 
prioritising participatory and collaborative research. By way of conclusion, I indicate the 
overlaps between these research practices and those of Poverty Truth Commission, 
suggesting where such overlaps enable critical collaborative learning. Thus, although the 
discussion here focuses on theory, this enables a way of exploring how research methods are 
embedded in concerns around sharing lived experiences as a transformative practice. 
 
Debates  and  Developments:  Qualitative  Methods  in  Practical  Theology  
  
Over the past thirty years practical theologians have engaged various qualitative methods 
including: ethnography (e.g. Fulkerson 2007; Moschella 2008; Swinton and Mowat 2016; 
Ward 2012); autoethnography (e.g. Walton 2014, 2015; Wigg-Stevenson 2014); 
participative action research (e.g. Cameron et al. 2010; Conde-Frazier 2006, 2012); and more 
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recently creative, performance, and artistic approaches (e.g. Couture 2016; Goto 2016a, 
2016b; Reddie 2006, 2016; Slee 2011). Qualitative research enables a focus on the 
inseparability of theory and practice in practical theology, as well as moving away from 
notions of ‘applied theology’ by foregrounding practice as a site of theological knowledge-
making (Bennett et al. 2018,63; Graham 2017b, 2017c; Graham, Walton and Ward 2019, 3–
4; Walton 2018). The qualitative research trajectory in practical theology also reflects the 
‘turn to culture’ in wider theological and religious studies, a recovery of the ‘incarnational, 
or embodied nature’ of academic theology and a reintroduction of ‘a creative tension 
between the particular and the universal in theological reflection’ (Moschella 2018, 6; 
quoting Snyder 2014).  
 
 However, the relationship between qualitative methods and practical theology 
remains contested. Debates surround whether lived experience holds normative or revelatory 
status, and whether engaging qualitative methods for researching lived experiences relies on 
a ‘non-theological’ worldview (Graham 2013b; Kaufman 2016). Furthermore, should ‘lived 
experience’ and ‘tradition’ be interwoven throughout theological research, or are they two 
completely separate entities requiring ‘correlation’ (Kaufman 2016)? Swinton and Mowat 
argue that qualitative research cannot provide insights into ‘the ultimate issues of life, death, 
God, and the meaning of life’ and so, for them, it is necessary for the ‘voice of theology’ to 
have ‘logical priority’ in research (2016, 82, 85). In the previous chapter I noted critiques of 
this perspective, indicating where theology is seen as a ‘higher sacred frame’ into which 
insights from qualitative research are taken up and given meaning (Walton 2014, 176). I 
highlighted that this desire to create clear boundaries between theological/non-theological 
and sacred/secular obscures the heterogeneous heritage of theological traditions and risks 
seeing the world as devoid of meaning and the sacred (Graham 2013b, 2017b, 2017c; Walton 
2018, 2019).  
 
 This contested nature of research methods raises critical issues around how to 
proceed in practical theological research. The debates, it seems, cannot be ignored; yet they 
are often irresolvable, contradictory, and ironic in nature (Miller-McLemore and Mercer 
2016, 2). Even stating one’s own position on the normativity of tradition or experience raises 
further questions about which traditions or whose experiences are prioritised and why 
(Kaufman 2016). The debates often reinforce the practice-theory binary even as practical 
theologians seek to undo this divide (Miller-McLemore 2016b). It seems that to work within 
practical theology is to inherit the weight of this disciplinary debate; yet, as I suggested in 
the previous chapter, working with contradictions and fault-lines rather than looking for neat 
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resolutions can be productive. As Kaufman asserts in discussing these debates, 
‘acknowledging this messiness and complexity, I suggest, is not a way of escaping the 
conundrum, but a way of dealing with it in a constructive and responsible way’ (2016, 160).  
 
 Recognising the weight of this debate on the discipline is also to acknowledge what 
it displaces. Identified as ‘key issues’, these debates are part of the ‘template’ that is ‘taken 
for granted as neutral’ that reinforces the dominance of white, Western, typically male and 
Protestant perspectives in practical theology (Beaudoin and Turpin 2014; Goto 2016c). 
Natalie Wigg-Stevenson contends that these ‘intratheological debates over authority and 
normativity’ have resulted in practical theologians largely failing to engage with the 
‘generative crisis in representation that is, by now, already dated in anthropology’ (2018, 
428). Furthermore, she asserts that this has led to adopting methods ‘as if they were 
innocent’, assuming the values ‘aligned with more scientific understandings of objectivity 
and neutrality’ in order to ‘frame our structures for assessing the merits of our claims’ (2018, 
427). Similarly, Walton argues that the desire to secure the academic rigor of practical 
theology has resulted in remaining attached to critical analytic methods and thus also a ‘very 
positivistic approach toward human actions’ (2014, 138; quoting Daniel Louw 2001, 330). 
Walton reflects that in the current engagement with qualitative methods in practical theology 
‘it seems that theology is seen as a static resource rather than a creative response to the 
enchantment, wonder, and terror of the present age’ (2018, 225). Thus, the methods Walton 
and Wigg-Stevenson recommend are not a way round these contradictions and debates; 
rather, their critique is precisely that the current debates treat both theology and qualitative 
methods as static or stable objects, when instead they are ambivalent, non-innocent, and 
generative ways for engaging and responding to the complexities, struggles, and marvels of 
everyday life.  
 
Research methods in practical theology can thus be engaged as a way of enabling 
attention to meaning-making and the accompanying dynamics of power and privilege. This 
involves recognising that  
no methods, however mechanical or quantitative, produce meanings 
automatically, channeling data into predetermined outcomes. Researchers 
always shape and craft materials into new forms. These do not present a 
mirror to some pre-existing reality. Rather, they are new makings that 
change the way we see the world and so our basic epistemology and 
ontology. They generate insight. (Bennett et al. 2018, 152, italics original)  
 
In the previous chapter, I articulated a poetic approach to practical theology as a passionate, 
ambivalent process of making that risks being transformed. Taking a poetic approach is not 
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the same as using creative or qualitative methods, as all theological research involves this 
poetic activity of reshaping new forms. However, poetics and creative arts are often read 
together in theology, in part due to this shared focus on meaning-making (Walton 2019, 11). 
I also suggest that this merging is part of an attempt in practical theology to articulate an 
emerging research trajectory surrounding poetic, literary, creative arts, and performance 
approaches.  
 
 This emerging strand emphasises theological research as a constructive, creative 
practice. With the development of creative approaches such as autoethnography, creative 
writing, photography, and performance, researchers in practical theology can be seen as 
‘creative practitioners’ who generate insight and knowledge in a ‘creative making’ that 
counterbalances notions of ‘useful doing’ in the discipline (Bennett et al. 2018, 152-155). 
Mary Clark Moschella argues for the importance of ‘art, creativity, and poetics’ in practical 
theological research as these highlight that research is not a ‘precise science’ where 
researchers ‘simply “write up” their findings in a mechanical way’, rather all theological 
research involves the ‘creative activity of composing’ (2018, 23). Goto contends that 
‘playing with/through art’ recognises how theological construction ‘involves the complex 
process of knowing and reflecting, not only through words, statements, and theories but also 
through aesthetic sensibilities’ (2016b, 80). For Goto, this engagement ‘with/through art’ 
foregrounds the constructive, creative element in all theology:  
the fact is that we are always imagining, creating, constructing, and 
fashioning answers to theological questions (as well as re-forming the 
questions) – perhaps not with paint, marble, or music but with images, ideas, 
and approaches that are by definition interpretations. In other words, we 
have been functioning as theologians, imaginatively, all along – without 
recognizing what we have done as creative, aesthetic, and theological. 
(2016b, 84) 
 
Researching ‘with/through art’ may be seen as deviating from standard practice in theology, 
however Goto suggests that this ‘decentering’ reconnects us to ‘an expanded notion of 
reflecting theologically that gives form to the sayable and ineffable’ (2016b, 84). 
 
 In this way, the emerging strand of creative qualitative research in practical theology 
resonates with the poetic approach attentive to fragmentation and encountering particularity 
and alterity that I am advocating in this research. Locating my work within an emerging 
trajectory may be challenging; as Moschella reflects this work can be ‘compelling’ but also 
‘difficult to describe’ (2018, 14)! However, as well as the reserves supporting this trajectory 
in practical theology, there are vital and generative resources in qualitative research that 
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address questions of ethics and transformation. I am not proposing that these resolve the 
debates surrounding the use of qualitative research in practical theology, nor provide a more 
ethical or more ‘theologically sound’ research method. However, I am suggesting that these 
resources enable me to reflect further on interpreting and representing others, myself, and 
the divine in and through the process of theological research. These offer ways of remaining 
responsive and attentive to encounters with the human and divine other in the midst of the 
practices of research.  
 
Research  Methods    
 
Ethnography    
  
Ethnographic methods are relevant to this research as they focus on everyday life and 
cultural practices and are often seen as a way to bring to light issues of inequality. 
Ethnography is broadly defined as ‘social research based on the close-up, on-the-ground 
observation of people and institutions in real time and space, in which the investigator 
embeds herself near (or within) the phenomenon so as to detect how and why agents on the 
scene act, think and feel the way they do’ (Wacquant 2003, 5). Typically involving 
prolonged engagement with a community, ethnography uses a range of tools for data 
collection, such as participant observation and interviews, to create in-depth written accounts 
of particular aspects of communities (Atkinson et al. 2001, 4–5; Moschella 2008; Skeggs 
2001, 426). Predominantly used in anthropology and sociology, ethnography has become a 
key method in practical theology for analysing the practices of religious groups and diverse 
communities.  
 
 As ethnographic research frequently focuses on the lived experiences and practices 
of marginalised groups, it is a useful method for researching Poverty Truth Commission’s 
practice of sharing stories. Ethnographic methods in practical theology are often considered 
to benefit communities, by bringing to light particular issues or engaging a research agenda 
‘integrally linked to tangible, visceral needs within a given community’ (Scharen and Vigen 
2011, 25). Ruth Behar comments that ethnographers ‘listen to other people’s stories, 
especially to the stories of those whose voices often go unheard. We believe that by listening 
to these stories and then retelling them, displacing these stories to other places and audiences, 
we can help save the world’ (2003, 18). Similarly, Moschella indicates ethnographic 
research ‘is needed to lift up the voices of those whose stories are seldom heard’ (2018, 20). 
However, as I discuss below, such aims are entangled in power relations and a reliance on 
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the emancipatory promise of ‘giving voice’. Furthermore, ethnographic work in practical 
theology often engages a ‘colonizing gaze’ in interpreting and representing others (Goto 
2018, 134–62).  
 
 Isasi-Díaz engaged in ethnographic methods as a way of gathering, exploring, and 
presenting the lived experiences of grassroots women. In Isasi-Díaz’s view, ethnography is 
a suitable method for mujerista theology as it attends to the relationship between the 
researcher and informant, offering a role for the participant in shaping the meaning of the 
research. She argued that researchers should be ‘taught’ by informants through ethnographic 
conversations (2004a, 84). Isasi-Díaz also reflected on challenges surrounding interpreting 
participants accounts and developed a form of meta-ethnographic knowledge synthesis that 
emphasised mujerista principles of community, difference, and liberation. Arguing that the 
voices of Hispanic and Latina women are specific but not unique, she stated they should be 
interpreted through participants’ own attempts to relate their experiences to other’s 
experiences, ‘thus creating a tapestry in which one can see the similarity of experiences 
much more than dissimilar experiences’ (2004a, 142). Emphasising similarities without 
collapsing participants into being ‘the same’ is crucial for refusing an essentialised view of 
participants along the lines of gender, race, or class, whilst also enabling a clear sense of 
grassroots communities’ struggles against oppression.  
 
 Furthermore, in attending to the particularities of a community, ethnographic 
methods can disclose elements of the transcendent. Moschella argues that ethnographic close 
studies provide revealing ‘“glimpses” of embodied and transforming love, moments that 
suggest or disclose the effects of a transcendent presence in the midst of mundane life’ (2012, 
224; quoting Graham 1996). As ethnography is ‘a way to take particularity seriously’, within 
ethnographic theology ‘each particular life, situation, or community is potentially, albeit 
only partially, revelatory of transcendent or divine truth’ (Scharen and Vigen 2011, xxi). 
Having outlined in previous chapters the necessity of remaining with the particularity and 
alterity of others in the everyday, I suggest ethnography offers a way of practising this 
attention in theological research.  
 
 Ethnography also involves the process and product of writing. Alongside the first-
hand exploration of social contexts, ethnography also includes ‘producing written accounts 
and descriptions that that bring versions of these worlds to others’ (Emerson, Fretz and Shaw 
2001, 352, italics original). Yet, there are debates over whether these accounts should aim 
to be transparent, authoritative and realist, or whether the ethnographer should draw attention 
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to the constructed and somewhat fictive nature of their text (Visweswaran 1994; Walton 
2014). Moschella argues that whilst an ethnographer’s conclusions are always ‘tentative and 
partial interpretations’, the ‘written narratives are nonetheless reliable and creditable 
accounts’ presented in ‘open and transparent ways’ (2016, 226; 2006, 198). However, in the 
previous chapter, I noted questions surrounding how writing is approached in practical 
theology, raising the possibility of poetic constructions that result in more ambivalent, open 
texts. Furthermore, the practice of writing ethnographic accounts goes beyond the ‘twin 
processes of “writing up” (field notes) and “writing down” (the narrative)’ as writing is not 
‘merely the transcribing of some reality’ but is ‘also a process of discovery: the discovery of 
the subject (and sometimes of the problem itself) and discovery of the self’ (Lincoln, 
Lynham and Guba 2011, 124). 
  
Autoethnography  
 
Autoethnography synthesises ethnography and autobiography, drawing on personal 
experiences and narratives to understand wider cultural and social structures. Feminist 
practical theologians have employed autoethnography to explore aspects of their subjective 
experiences that have been typically overlooked, ignored, or rejected as not theologically 
‘valid’, including: illness; infertility, childbirth, and motherhood; sexuality; faith practices; 
and commitments in research and teaching (Graham 2017c; Mesner 2014; Miller-McLemore 
1994; Walton 2014, 2015, 2016). Autoethnographic practical theology often displays 
‘challenging intimacy and accounts of particularity that would be difficult to comprehend in 
more conventional forms’ (Bennett et al. 2018, 152). Aspects of lived experience can be 
detailed through childhood memories, significant relationships, letters, responses to 
literature and art, or key moments of realisation in the process of research. Autoethnography 
can be used as a stand-alone method – for example, in life writing – or can be interwoven 
with other methods to indicate how our ‘standpoints and concerns have informed our 
intellectual and academic interests, and vice versa’ (Graham 2017c, 5).  
 
 In the first chapter, I noted Isasi-Díaz’s integration of autoethnographic techniques 
throughout her work. She often returns to themes and events multiple times through her work 
such as her ‘conversion’ to feminism and her growing unease with the feminist movement’s 
inability to value her experiences as a Cuban American woman, influencing her articulation 
of mujerista theology. These returns and retellings gesture toward where I have been arguing 
that sharing lived experience is not straightforward and that resulting texts need to be 
attentive to multiplicity and complexity. Kwok summarises: ‘living in the interstices of two 
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worlds, cultures, and languages, Ada can’t tell her story once and for all, but has to try out 
versions for different audiences to serve diverse goals. Such telling and retelling, for Ada, 
serves more than a therapeutic purpose, for it is an active act of meaning-making and identity 
formation’ (2011, 34–35). For Isasi-Díaz, autoethnography in theological writing is a 
practice of accountability, specifically accountability ‘for our subjectivity, for our 
hermeneutics, and for demonstrating how our stories and practices intersect with other 
persons and with societal forces’ (2004b, 5). Additionally, I have highlighted where 
Anzaldúa includes autoethnographic reflections that indicate where the practice of writing 
is itself a deeply embodied experience that also shifts and re-forms engagement with the 
world.  
 
 Autoethnographic methods are sometimes critiqued for being self-involved or for re-
centring the researcher. As Behar contends, autoethnography can become ‘decorative 
flourish, exposure for its own sake’, rather than ‘essential argument’ (1996, 13–14). Alecia 
Jackson and Lisa Mazzei argue that autoethnography retains ‘an emphasis on capturing and 
conveying familiarity and meaning with which readers, research participants, and the 
researcher her/himself must be able to identify’, resulting in accounts that tend toward 
‘coherence, comfort, and continuity through mediated truth’ (2008, 300). However, echoing 
the sense of performativity highlighted in Rivera’s poetic approach, certain 
autoethnographic practices enable a sense of how the researcher is being constituted through 
these acts of narration, disrupting an all too easy identification of self and other (Jackson and 
Mazzei 2008, 304). Performance autoethnography addresses embodied relations in 
constructing knowledges of self and other, enabling critical reflection on one’s own 
participation in hegemonic power structures (Holman Jones 2018, 10; Spry 2016, 37; 
Jackson and Mazzei 2008). In practical theology, emphasis on performativity in ethnography 
‘allows a diversity of voices within a text and insists that the text must be publicly orientated’ 
thus encouraging the theological reflector ‘to think beyond the personal and therapeutic 
aspects of autoethnography and embrace its prophetic and disclosive potential’ (Walton 
2014, 9).  
 
 Using autoethnography in this research offers a way for me to consider how my 
embodied experiences shape and are shaped by the processes of theological research. 
Integrated with other methods for focusing on the practices of sharing lived experiences, 
autoethnography enables me to explore my decisions and responses in encountering others, 
whether textual others or ‘in person’ others. For example, I have already begun to highlight 
where encountering Anzaldúa’s writings about her experiences of chronic illness have been 
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a source for considering my own engagement with the world, with writing, and with 
spirituality. In this way, Anzaldúa’s texts and my responses to them offer a way to begin 
considering how aspects of chronic illness and gender influence my approach to where 
others’ embodied experiences are routinely ruled as unreliable or in-credible sources of 
knowledge. By integrating these reflections into a ‘layered text’, I can highlight my 
experience of research, ‘documenting the ways the researcher has changed as part of the 
process, and the ways in which processes such as collection and analysis can proceed 
simultaneously rather than as a linear sequence’ (Ellis et al. 2010).  
 
Participative  Action  Research    
 
Participative Action Research (PAR) seeks to be embedded in community settings, creating 
collaboration between researchers and community members to address key concerns and 
find practical solutions. In practical theology, these methods have been engaged by the 
Action Research Church and Society (ARCS) team who have developed a model of 
Theological Action Research (TAR), focused on addressing the theological coherence of 
faith-based practices in the context of decreasing relevance of churches in Britain (Cameron 
et al. 2010). Elizabeth Conde-Frazier’s discussions of PAR in practical theology focus more 
on the social justice aspects of PAR, which emerge through a number of educational and 
political streams including the work of Kurt Lewin, Paulo Friere, and pragmatist approaches 
that emphasise the unity of theory and practice (Conde-Frazier 2006, 2012; Graham 2013b; 
Hall 2001). However, community research practices have a longer history than in the 
‘invention’ of PAR, especially as multiple indigenous knowledge-making practices have not 
been recognised in Western academic models (Hall 2001, 147).  
 
 Central to PAR is the action-reflection cycle that moves through reflecting, planning, 
acting, and evaluating. As well as the resonance with practical theology in holding together 
theory and practice, I consider PAR useful for developing research through multiple cycles 
that can be evaluated and adapted as this enables research responsive to the needs, interests, 
and knowledge of collaborating communities. As a theological research method, the 
movement in PAR through collecting, analysing, theorising data, and taking action is ‘not a 
linear approach to research but an organic one that takes into account the social, cultural, 
and emotional factors that affect human activity’ (Conde-Frazier 2006, 325). Although there 
are concerns that the process may be engaged in a technical fashion, this ‘process of 
questioning, reflecting, dialoguing, and decision-making resists linearity’, and is better 
understood as a ‘recursive process that involves a spiral of adaptable steps’ (MacIntyre 2008, 
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6). PAR thus offers a productive response to the disruptive way in which different forms of 
knowledge and different strategies for proceeding in research can present themselves.  
 
 The collaborative aspects of PAR are useful for this research as I aim to develop 
participative research with PTC in ways that engage participants’ experiences and 
interpretations of their everyday lives. Reason and Bradbury note that ‘action research is 
only possible with, for and by persons and communities, ideally involving all stakeholders 
both in the questioning and the sensemaking that informs the research, and in the action 
which is its focus’ (2001, 2). PAR seeks to shift responsibility away from authority residing 
with the researcher-academic and instead affirms the knowledge of those who are directly 
impacted by the particular issues being investigated (Jordan 2003, 190; Reason and 
Bradbury 2001, 9). PAR is valuable for enabling collaborators’ involvement throughout the 
research process, from determining the focus of research, through data collection, 
interpretation, and decisions about further actions.  
 
 In developing collaborative PAR processes, the researcher must assess their role in 
research. Researchers who engage particular theoretical frameworks – such as theological, 
feminist, or critical race theory frameworks – need to reflect on decisions taken in sharing 
these interpretive frameworks and commitments with collaborators. On the one hand, this 
can impose a perspective on participants; on the other, these frameworks can be useful 
meaning-making resources for participants and not disclosing these frameworks may fail to 
reflexively bring these perspectives and concerns into critical discussion with collaborators 
(Houh and Kalsem 2015; Treleaven 1994; Maguire 2001; Graham 2013b). Goto argues that 
although the ARCS team involve participants in the research process, the focus is on 
inducting co-researchers into academic analytic frameworks rather than considering the 
meaning-making strategies of wider community members (2018, 177). In drawing on PAR 
approaches, then, it is important to consider adaptations that enable a focus on the everyday 
interpretations and ways of knowing from grassroots community members. Similarly, 
Graham notes that the ARCS theorists do not reflect on their positionality beyond their role 
as academic researchers, such as leaving out how denominational commitments alongside 
gender, race, sexuality, and dis/ability influence their own participation in and direction of 
the project (Graham 2013b; Goto 2018).  
 
 The participative and action-orientated aspects of PAR situate the theological and 
spiritual aspects of these research methods. Conde-Frazier links PAR with lo cotidiano – the 
everyday – noting that ‘if practical theology is to accomplish its proper end, it must 
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specifically name the injustices that need to be addressed and it must create a plan for 
liberation’ (2012, 235). Naming PAR as a process of ‘incarnational research’, Conde-Frazier 
states it creates ‘a prophetic space where we do not announce and denounce but where we 
help to bring about alternative practices for more humane living’ (2006, 326). This echoes 
Chopp’s sense of a poetic practical theology that negotiates between what is and what can 
be, a practice of tracing transcendence in the world (2001). Graham notes that action 
researchers have gestured toward a spiritual dimension in research arising from the 
‘participatory consciousness’ promoted by the relational aspects of knowing (Graham 
2013b, 172); that an ‘openness to everyday participative experience, feeling that subject and 
object are in an inseparable seamless field of imagining and resonance’ is ‘itself a spiritual 
experience’ (Reason and Bradbury 2011, 11). However, Graham is cautious about seeing 
spirituality as an ‘inner feeling’, suggesting instead the resonances between Ignatian 
spirituality and action research provides practical theology with a move beyond ‘a broad 
humanistic affirmation of the human faculty to pursue the good’, instead connecting the 
researcher with a sense of God’s activity in the world (2013b, 175).  
 
Creative  Arts-­Based  Research    
 
Creative arts-based research includes a range of practices – from visual arts, performance, 
dance and music, to creative writing and poetry – either as stand-alone qualitative methods 
or additions to more traditional research methods. As research practices in theology, creative 
arts-based methods are still emerging, though this includes a range of approaches, for 
example: found object sculpture in theological education (Goto 2016b); performance in 
congregations and faith communities (Reddie 2006; Goto 2016b); life writing (Walton 2014, 
2015); creative non-fiction (Couture 2016); poetry (Slee 2011); and studio-based visual arts 
(Byrne 2017). The approach I have been advocating – a poetic practical theology as a process 
of making – resonates with the argument that all research is already a form of creative 
practice, highlighted by the prominence of metaphors of craft, composition, orchestrating, 
and weaving (Leavy 2015, 23; Kara, 2015, 6). However, recognising processes of ‘making 
and doing’ as implicit in many fields, Elizabeth Grierson suggests creative arts enable a 
‘particular kind of making and doing’ that has the ‘components of aesthetics and the potential 
always of making-new as a defining characteristic’ as, by ‘taking intuitive leaps’, it is deeply 
‘generative’ (2009, 18). As such, creative arts-based methods provide an additional 
dimension to the poetic approach articulated so far.  
 
    
88 
 Creative arts-based methods are relevant for this research as they enable a focus on 
the multiple meaning-making capacities of researchers and participants. Above I noted 
Goto’s argument that engaging with/through art indicates that theology has been creative, 
artistic, and constructive all along (2016b). Goto suggests artistic methods invite both 
‘makers’ and ‘viewers’ to be present to a wider range of embodied ways of knowing and to 
‘enter into, stay with and feel what they know’, ‘much of which is ineffable’ (2016b, 86). 
Creative arts-based approaches are committed to being open to the multiple interpretations 
that an artwork may offer, and also the multiple ways of experiencing, knowing, and 
engaging in the world (Grierson and Brearley 2009b, 166; Cole and Knowles 2008; Osei-
Kofi 2013). Seeking to ‘evoke’ rather than ‘denote’ meanings (Leavy 2015, 22), creative 
arts-based research often runs contrary to traditional qualitative methodologies that are 
framed by the ‘metaphysical desire to make things safe and secure’ (Barone and Eisner 2011, 
15; quoting Caputo 1987, 7). However, this focus on multiple and ambiguous meanings in 
arts-based research risks erasing specifically political and disruptive messages in creative 
works. Susan Finley offers the example of Barone and Eisner interpreting her ethnodrama 
‘Street Rat’ in order to bolster their point about the ‘ethics of political ambiguity’, when the 
purpose of her piece was to ‘lash out against a metanarrative about homelessness and poverty 
that blames the victim’, and as such the piece ‘did not intend political ambiguity’ (Finley 
2018, 570).  
 
 Recognising multiple ways of knowing in creative arts-based methods emphasises 
the benefits of collaboration. Deborah Bardnt (2008) notes that in community arts practices, 
collaboration exists on a number of levels: between facilitator and community; among 
participants; and between the project and the audience. Awareness of these multiple levels 
of collaboration can be unsettling, so researchers must ‘learn to live with uncertainty, 
become comfortable with discomfort, and be excited by the insights and creativity’ emerging 
from challenging moments (Bardnt 2008, 360). Conscious of the tendency for collaboration 
to mean academic co-option, particularly of indigenous or minoritised participants, Laura 
Brearley and Treahna Hamm see collaboration in arts-based research as a ‘deep listening’ 
requiring attention to ‘our participatory connectedness with other research participants’ 
(2009, 44). Brearley and Hamm indicate through this notion of ‘deep listening’ that the 
creative and innovative elements of arts-based research are ultimately in facilitating settings 
of listening and respect, from which artistic products such as poetry or material pieces can 
emerge (2009, 50).  
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 Creative arts-based methods challenge assumptions about learning, creating, and 
transforming in and through research practices, pointing to the disruptive and ambivalent 
nature of these activities. As meaning-making is a complex process that takes place 
throughout the research, not just in stages of analysis or interpretation, arts-based research 
is a process that ‘runs counter to more conventional research endeavours that tend to be more 
linear, sequential, compartmentalised, and distanced from researcher and participants’ (Cole 
and Knowles 2008, 67; Leavy 2015). Arts-based methods are not techniques to be applied 
but reflexive processes that are ‘emergent and subject to repeated adjustment’ (Barratt 2007, 
6). The researcher’s role is in being with the research, being open to being transformed in 
the process (Barone and Eisner 2011, 134). In this way, creative arts-based research 
emphasises the performative and embodied nature of research, as the relationships and 
material products of creative arts research are implicated in and constitutive of our knowing 
and transforming. Grierson argues that this emphasis on process in creative arts-based 
research challenges modern discourses that posit the researcher as an individual knowing 
subject expressing herself in creative acts, and instead points to an approach in which ‘one 
is mediated by and opened up to the research process to the point that one “becomes” a 
subject’ (2009, 17).  
 
 In addition to their suitability for poetic, creative approaches in practical theology, I 
suggest that creative arts-based methods are especially useful for researching with 
communities like PTC, as they offer ways of drawing on and working with the emotional, 
embodied, and relational knowledges that are hard to engage in qualitative research. As I 
explore in the next chapter, creative arts-based approaches enable making pieces outside of 
and in addition to the construction of an academic thesis. Such shared pieces – whether 
poems, visual arts pieces, performances, or installations – cannot ‘belong’ solely to the 
researcher, highlighting the knowing and interpreting that cannot be easily recuperated into 
academic practical theology.  
 
Challenges  and  Contradictions  for  Qualitative  Methods  in  Practical  Theology  
 
In outlining these methods, I have indicated their use in practical theology for engaging the 
everyday meaning-making activities of communities, highlighting the transformative aims 
of these methods. The transformative, ethical promise in these methods relies on particular 
practices, especially those around constructing voice, reflexivity, and prioritising 
participatory and collaborative research. However, challenges emerge when such practices 
are engaged as ways to undo or avoid the researcher’s implication in dynamics of power, as 
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a way of conducting ethically ‘pure’ research. Here, I address the complexities of these 
practices, indicating the limitations and possibilities of the transformative claims in practical 
theological research.  
 
Constructing  Voice  
 
Constructing voice is a contested practice in qualitative research, as ‘voice’ offers 
emancipatory potential by foregrounding marginalised participants in the research; yet this 
promise is entangled in the reliance on voice as providing transparent access to a stable, 
unified self. Whilst the concept of voice occurs across qualitative research, Bev Skeggs notes 
that as ‘giving voice’ became a ‘frequently evoked’ mantra, ethnography was considered 
‘perfectly poised to provide the mechanism for doing so’ (2001, 430). Similarly, Pam 
Alldred articulates that the ‘ethical promise’ of ethnography rested on its compatibility with 
‘voice metaphors’ as part of the ability to delve into concrete ‘real’ lives (1998, 150). She 
summarises that research is ‘seen as one of the ways of providing spaces in which hitherto 
silenced people can “be heard” and be recognised as subjects. It is hoped that interview-
based research and the dissemination of “findings” in the public sphere can provide a 
platform for, or can amplify, these voices’ (1998, 150). In this way, voice is frequently 
privileged in qualitative inquiry yet, as Skeggs notes, the ‘idea of “giving voice” deflects 
attention away from all the institutional power relations involved in actually producing a 
text’ (2001, 431).  
 
 Metaphors of ‘voice’ are frequently used in practical theology. ‘Voice’ can be 
invoked to consider questions of power in practical theological research; for example, with 
questions such as ‘whose voices are heard and whose are silenced in the pursuit of 
knowledge?’ (Patterson and Kelly 2013, 53), and ‘whose voices are being listened to and 
why?’ (Bennett et al. 2018, 171). I noted above Moschella’s sense that qualitative methods 
are needed ‘to lift up the voices of those whose stories are seldom heard’ (2018, 21). 
Discussing the relevance of ‘knowledge of the other’ for practical theology, Swinton and 
Mowat articulate that this ‘mode of knowing gives a voice to particular groups – patients, 
counsellors, church communities, chaplains, families and so forth – and allows previously 
hidden life experiences and narratives to come to the fore and develop a public voice’ (2016, 
32, italics mine).  
 
Yet, the challenge is that dealing in ‘voices’ – especially ‘unheard voices’ – often 
masks the construction and commodification of the experiences of marginalised groups. 
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Engaging the concept of voice in order to address power dynamics in practical theology, 
Goto adopts the metaphor of ventriloquism (2017). Indicating that ‘giving voice’ 
problematically assumes the other lacks a voice, she argues the ‘practical theologian is in a 
privileged position to know what the other would say, to speak on the other’s behalf, or to 
allow the other to speak and be heard like never before’ (184). Goto argues that just as a 
ventriloquists’ dummy is the ‘pet creation of the performer’, practical theologians create 
representations in their texts that are a ‘version of reality authored by the scholar’ (183). 
Often the scholarly community believes the illusion that the ‘dummy’ being presented is 
real, due to research methods enabling claims to authority and plausibility, and the desire 
for the work to be useful (184–5). The researcher thus holds power over how participants 
are understood and interpreted: the ‘performer dictates the reality, including how the 
dummy is perceived, experienced, and known by the audience’ (185). These problems 
should not result in abandoning attempts at representation; rather, practical theologians 
should include critical reflections on their power in constructing representations alongside 
the representations. Remaining with the metaphor of ventriloquism, Goto summarises: ‘one 
must allow the audience to see one’s lips move to dispel the illusion of who is speaking’ 
(192, italics original). Goto’s critique of practical theology is uncomfortable and evocative: 
the terminology of not ‘speaking for others’ has perhaps become all too familiar in our 
ethical discussions, but no researcher wants to consider themselves as making a ‘dummy’ 
of their participants and community.  
 
 However, even when the researcher’s own ‘voice’ appears in the text to reflect on 
the construction of that text, ‘voice’ is problematic in being treated as a way of providing 
transparent access to both participants and researcher. Notions of voice in qualitative 
research are typically inherited from what Jacques Derrida termed the ‘metaphysics of 
presence’, the assumption of a coherent, stable, unified, ahistoric self that is expressed 
through language, through voice (Lather 2000; Mazzei and Jackson 2012; St Pierre 2008). 
Such assumptions see voice as ‘the mirror of the soul’ or the ‘essence of the self’ in which 
voice is ‘present, stable, and self-reflexive’ (Mazzei and Jackson 2012, 746). This extends 
to the voice of the researcher, as reflexivity can also rely on notions of providing ‘unfettered 
access to the interior thoughts of the researcher’ (de Freitas, 2008, 470). I have noted where 
this sense of a unified, coherent self is critiqued in Rivera’s and Anzaldúa’s work, as they 
seek to embrace multivalent, contradictory, fragmented, relational selves as sites of 
creativity and transformation. 
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 Aware of these critiques, it is possible and necessary to develop a practice of 
‘constructing voice’. Kamala Visweswaran explores the contradictions in constructing 
ethnographic texts by reflecting on the process of her research with Indian women, as a 
‘second generation’ Indian-American woman (1994, 107). Commenting that feminist 
ethnography ‘hinges of the supposition that we can “give voice”, and the knowledge that 
we can never fully’, she argues for a practice of refusing the belief that the feminist 
researcher is the ‘hero of her own story’, part of the ‘university rescue mission in search of 
the voiceless’ (100, 69). Critiquing the equating of ‘voice’ and ‘speaking’ with agency, 
Visweswaran considers silence and the refusal to speak as strategies of resistance, noting 
the example of participants in her research who chose not to speak of personal experiences 
of child marriage (51–52). Naming the colonising moves of ethnography’s attempts to 
‘break such resistance’, to ‘solve’ and ‘conquer’ such enigmas, Visweswaran claims 
‘shifting identities, temporality, and silence as tools of a feminist ethnography’ (60, 50).  
 
 Addressing these contradictions, Visweswaran constructs ethnographic snapshots 
of her research, accompanied by commentary on these pieces. Narrating her interactions 
with participants Janaki, Uma, and Tangam, she reflects feeling that she has betrayed Janaki 
by pushing for details that Janaki did not want to speak about, and also considers her own 
‘betrayal’ by her academic training and feminist notions of identification and sisterhood 
(46–59). In her commentary, Visweswaran suggests that by maintaining silence and shifting 
positions her account moves away from seeing Janaki as a ‘puzzle’ to solve: not only has 
Janaki refused to voice her experiences, but as a researcher Visweswaran has also refused 
to share with readers all they wish to know (50). Furthermore, Visweswaran reflects on her 
construction of a ‘fabulistic ending’ in the account – a sense of ‘togetherness’ at a 
celebratory event – and she suggests this underscores the irony of many feminist accounts, 
stating: ‘how is it after such analysis of power, complicity, violation of boundaries, and 
betrayal that I return again to a master narrative of sisterhood?’ (76). Visweswaran thus 
troubles not only ‘giving voice’ in ethnographic texts but also the in-person techniques of 
identification and sharing that enable a researcher to elicit participant voices.  
 
 Similarly, Sara Ahmed critiques techniques of giving voice in ethnographic research 
by exploring the ‘Bell debate’ surrounding the publication of an article in 1989 by white 
feminist ethnographer Diane Bell and indigenous woman Topsy Napurrula Nelson on rape 
in the indigenous Australian community (2000a, 2000b). As Bell named Nelson as a co-
author and pointed to their friendship as a means of overcoming the differences between 
them and enabling the writing of the article, Ahmed argues that such moves remain as 
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techniques of authorisation that conceal rather than address questions of difference and 
power in the production of knowledge. She argues that redefining ‘informants’ as ‘equal 
partners’ works ‘to conceal the power relations which still allow the gathering together of 
the ethnographic document. In other words, the narrative of overcoming the relations of 
authorisation in traditional ethnography, constitutes another form of authorisation’ (2000a, 
64). Furthermore, this ‘fantasy’ of having undone power relations and foregrounding 
informant voices results in it being the ethnographer who is praised for listening well and 
for ‘giving up’ their authority (2000a, 64).  
 
 Addressing these power dynamics, Ahmed advocates for supplementing questions 
of ‘voice’ and ‘speaking’. She argues that the ‘question of speaking has taken on a life of 
its own becoming abstracted from the conditions of knowing and labour which allow for 
the very possibility of speaking or listening’ (2000a, 60). Alongside the familiar ‘who is 
speaking here?’, Ahmed suggests the question of ‘who knows?’ as a way of foregrounding 
the epistemic and material conditions in which others can be known, conditions which 
‘make speech acts possible, and which affect the form that speech acts take’ (2000a, 186). 
Ahmed indicates recognising that not all speech can be heard and subsumed by the 
ethnographer into her knowledge-making projects. Instead, Ahmed considers the task ‘may 
be to listen out for those voices that will not be assimilated into an epistemic community’, 
recognising the ‘possibility of a knowledge which does not belong to a privileged 
community’ (2000b, 64).  
 
 These critiques highlight possible strategies in constructing participant ‘voices’ in 
research in such a way that the ‘audience can see the researcher’s lips move’. Such a 
practice recognises the problems in using ‘voice’ to portray participants as objects of 
knowledge to be grasped or consumed, and instead ‘refuses much in an effort to tell the 
story of others in a way that takes testimony seriously enough not to tame its interruptive 
force into a philosophy of presence and a romance of the speaking subject’ (Lather 2001, 
215). Ethical strategies in constructing voices, then, are not techniques for overcoming 
issues of power, but rather aim to keep us alert to the disruptive, revelatory nature of our 
encounters with others. This responsiveness may be less a process of ‘giving voice’ to 
‘unheard’ groups and instead accompanying our ‘hearing’ in research with silences, 
temporality, not-knowing, and acknowledgement of a range of voices and experiences that 
are not reducible to our hearing and knowing in practical theological research.  
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Reflexivity  
 
Reflexivity has become central to practical theology as a practice of recognising how 
researchers’ lived experiences and social locations come to shape the design, execution, and 
interpretations of research. Reflexivity is seen as a way of highlighting the subjectivity of all 
research, critiquing notions of an objective researcher able to do what Donna Haraway 
termed as the ‘god trick of seeing everything from nowhere’ (Haraway 1988, 581; Pillow 
2003, 178; Rose 1997; Graham 2017b, 2017c). Reflexivity often involves the researcher 
acknowledging their positionality: the ways gender, sexuality, race, class, dis/ability, and 
global location shape the process of research. However, such reflexive moves may be seen 
as a strategy enabling the researcher to become aware of and thus bracket their biases in 
order not to ‘contaminate’ the research and become impartial (Goto 2018, 99; Bennett et al. 
2018, 44–45). When reflexivity is a standard for practical theologians to achieve, it may 
become another form of ‘mastery’ in which researchers are expected to display thoughts and 
feelings in becoming a ‘better’ or ‘more ethical’ researcher, which can often mean more in-
line with the norms of the discipline (Bennett et al. 2018, 38; Pillow 2003).  
 
 Reflexivity sometimes results in a confessional practice whereby the researcher notes 
their individual social location without critically interrogating the implications. Invoking a 
litany of outsider privilege in reflexive accounts, it has become ‘commonplace to rehearse 
inventories that begin with middle-class and end with Western or Western-educated’ 
(Visweswaran 1994, 49). Whilst it may be helpful to begin with such narratives, reflexivity 
cannot remain as a ‘listing of adjectives of assigning labels such as race, sex, and class’ – 
although I confess to such confessional practices myself – as this fails to get to grips with 
how these locations are constructed and interact with the unfolding research (Haraway 1997, 
37; Cousin 2010). Individual ‘stories of identity’ have the tendency to replace fuller accounts 
of how these positions are constructed in and through the research process, and precisely 
how flows of privilege and power are reinforced in the process (Skeggs 2002).  
 
 Furthermore, writing reflexive accounts can depend on conjuring the researcher as a 
stable, unified self. Above I noted critiques of making others and oneself transparent and 
knowable in research accounts, and techniques of reflexivity can rely on similar moves. 
Wanda Pillow summarises:  
I suggest that a self-reflexivity that is predicated upon the ability of the 
researcher to know her/his own subjectivity and to make this subjectivity 
known to the reader through disclosure is limited and limiting because such 
usages are necessarily dependant on a knowable subject and often collapse 
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into linear tellings that render the researcher and the research subject as more 
familiar to each other (and thus to the reader). (2003, 184) 
 
I noted above creative arts-based methods emphasising the performative process in which 
one becomes a researcher – or a practical theologian – through interacting with participants, 
texts, research materials, and within or against disciplinary norms. Similarly, Pillow 
suggests a practice of reflexivity that is less a ‘coming to know who the author is’ and instead 
offers a ‘critique of the disciplinary practices’, continually exposing and confronting power 
in the process of interpretation (2003, 188).  
 
 Aiming to avoid notions of an individualised reflexive self, researchers may consider 
their relationship to research participants. Attempts ‘to understand the self-in-relation’ offer 
forms of reflexivity that acknowledge the political, embodied nature of knowledge creation, 
including knowledge about the self (Bennett et al. 2018, 42). In practical theology, Mary 
McClintock Fulkerson’s account of her feelings of ‘strangeness’ as a white, non-disabled 
researcher in a church where the congregation was predominantly African-American and 
with many people with ‘visible’ dis/abilities has become a well-discussed example of 
relational, embodied reflexivity (Fulkerson 2007; Bennett et al 2018, 45–46; Goto 2018, 
134–62; Moschella 2018). Fulkerson describes noticing the disjuncture between her 
commitments to inclusivity and her embodied feelings, reporting that this ‘tacit sense 
surprised me when I became self-conscious of my whiteness and my able-bodiedness [sic] 
suggests forms of occlusion operating in my own internalised sense of the world’ (2007, 15). 
For her, this coming to awareness of what she has previously been ‘oblivious’ to highlights 
where white and non-disabled is normative in dominant society, including within 
Christianity (2007, 15). Fulkerson’s reflexive accounts are considered valuable forms of 
‘visceral’ reflection that examine complex relational entanglements in the ‘dynamics and 
contradictions’ of culture (Moschella 2018, 13; Bennett et al. 2018, 45).  
 
 However, this relational mode of reflexivity is also caught up in questions of power 
and representation. Describing her resistance to writing about herself, Skeggs notes that by 
choosing to ‘put herself in the picture’ others, such as family and participants, became ‘fixed 
in place’ in order for her to attain reflexivity (2002, 367). Reflexive practices can come to 
depend on the use of an ‘other’ to demonstrate the researcher’s self-knowing; including 
through identification of oneself as a ‘privileged outsider’ in relation to participants as this 
can play into ‘quest’ narratives of seeking the acknowledgement and respect of participants 
who ultimately teach the researcher about themselves (Skeggs 2002, 357; Cortazzi 2001; see 
also Pillow 2003; Ahmed 2000a; Visweswaran 1994). Thus, Goto critiques Fulkerson’s 
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account in which ‘the marginalized people whom she studies become subjects who have 
something to teach her’ (2018, 140). Goto argues that by ‘positioning herself as an outsider 
who is tutored by the community – even being “saved” by the community from her own 
obliviousness – Fulkerson manages to deflect attention from the possibility of exoticizing 
the “natives” to edify those with power and privilege’ (2018, 140–1). Recognising that 
although this is not Fulkerson’s intention, Goto’s critique explores where this kind of 
reflexivity benefits the researcher – and academia more broadly – by fixing the ‘other’ in 
place as a means for the researcher to display their learning about their own assumptions.  
 
 In this light, the relationality of reflexivity must extend to collaborative practices of 
reflexivity. Harmful attitudes around gender, race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, and dis/ability 
are not merely individual personal biases but are also shaped by histories, institutions, 
traditions, and cultures and need to be addressed as such. Goto argues that reflexivity needs 
to be radically collaborative in order to address the ‘collective construction’ of these 
assumptions (2018, 211–2). This involves a ‘hyper-self-reflexivity’ practised through 
writing as a form of revealing how the researcher ‘comes to terms with assumptions, norms, 
and privilege in the midst of research’, involving readers in ‘the parallel process of 
examining the assumptions with which they engage the text, which have also been shaped 
by patterns of prejudice, privilege, and violence’ (2018, 215–6, drawing on Kapoor 2004). 
Collaborative practices of reflexivity involve conversing with participants, with readers, and 
with others in the field of practical theology to address dynamics of power and privilege in 
the midst of research.  
 
 However, whilst I am drawn to a thoroughly relational reflexive practice, involving 
awareness of how notions of reflexivity are also entangled in power and privilege, I am 
conscious of having framed this discussion through the ‘making visible’ or ‘making known’ 
of power relations. Feminist geographer Gillian Rose argues that discourses of reflexivity 
reliant on claims to understand how power works assume that power, self, and relations are 
ultimately knowable (1997, 311). Rose argues that the questions feminist researchers are 
supposed to pose – for example, ‘how does the work deploy and confront power’ – are 
‘extraordinarily difficult to answer’ (311). She argues:  
the answers are so massive, the questions are so presumptuous about the 
reflective, analytical power of the research, that I want to say that they should 
be simply unanswerable: we should not imagine we can answer them. For if 
we do, we may be performing nothing more than a goddess-trick 
uncomfortably similar to the god-trick. (311)  
 
    
97 
The ability to know and chart the dynamics of power may become a similarly panoptic vision 
to that the of the objectivity critiqued in feminist reflexive practices. Rose suggests that the 
impossibility of answering such total questions signals the ‘impossibility of such a quest to 
know fully both self and context’ (311). Rose’s critique is a useful reminder that our claims 
to know how power works are limited; potentially becoming totalising claims, a new form 
of mastery. Here, I am reminded of Rivera’s articulation that not-knowing is no excuse for 
indifference, rather, such entanglements in relation can be imagined through a poetics (2015, 
4). In this way, reflexivity becomes a practice of taking seriously the complexity and 
otherness of ourselves, participants, and the world.  
 
Prioritising  Participatory  and  Collaborative  Research  
 
Researchers often seek to equalise power relations between researcher and participants by 
prioritising the development of collaborative relationships. So far, I have been arguing for 
an approach to research rooted in everyday experiences and ways of knowing of grassroots 
communities, noting the necessity of collaborating with others who struggle against injustice 
in order to construct transformative theological praxis. Drawing on Goto’s work, I have 
indicated where collaboration in research enables ways of addressing the epistemic violence 
inherent in acts of representing others and requires recognising participants’ interpretations 
of their experiences and communities. I suggest that in practical theology the desire to 
encourage collaborative research is informed by the central role of community in Christian 
theology. For example, in her discussion of epistemic violence and ventriloquism in research 
Goto states:  
The fact that oppression is not only pervasive but also horribly destructive 
should invoke in practical theologians an urgent call to work strenuously and 
unceasingly to pursue and achieve a profound and robust vision of 
community, beyond what is characterized in terms of diversity and 
inclusivity. In the image of God’s new creation, we have a vision to which 
we can aspire, where institutional power has been reigned in so that all may 
be subjects, that is, so that all maybe persons. (2017, 193) 
 
Similarly, in discussing action research, Graham summarises that ‘the collaborative 
relationships inherent in research processes are not only important because they respect the 
local or insider knowledge of participants; they are important as an anticipation of a 
participatory new social order’ (2013b, 152). In this way, the collaborative aspects of 
research are linked with the transformative claims of practical theologies.  
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 However, collaboration will not, in and of itself, fulfil these transformative aims or 
make research ‘ethical’. Forms of participation and collaboration can mask, replicate, and 
contribute to unequal power relations; as I noted above in discussing ‘voice’, techniques of 
collaboration, friendship, and solidarity can work to conceal power relations whilst 
benefitting the researcher who is praised for ‘giving away’ her power. Furthermore, concepts 
of ‘participation’ and ‘collaboration’ have become malleable, suggesting almost anything 
involving other people, and critics argue that collaborative research strategies have been 
appropriated as colonising strategies for working with ‘hard to reach’ groups (Cornwall 
2008, 269; Cooke and Kothari 2001; Jordan 2003). I noted above Goto’s critique that 
although PAR in practical theology involves collaboration, this primarily involves training 
participants into analytic frameworks and methods determined by academics, rather than 
developing ways of recognising participants’ alternative ways of knowing (2018, 178).  
 
 In developing collaborative practices in this research, it is important to consider the 
purposes and outcomes of the research in which I am encouraging others to collaborate. 
Given the nature of this project as doctoral research, full collaboration in all elements of 
research is unobtainable; however, ‘doing research differently has to begin somewhere’ and 
the inability to attain ‘an ideal degree’ of collaboration need not prevent integrating 
participatory and collaborative elements into the research (McFarlane and Hansen 2007, 89). 
Recognising that research does not automatically benefit – and can be damaging to – 
participating communities, what is determined as ethical, beneficial, and transformative in 
research should be determined in discussion with participating communities (Stanton 2013; 
Bishop 2005, 2011). For example, the assumption may be that disseminating stories and 
research results as widely as possible is beneficial; yet, for the participating community, 
there may be certain stories or aspects of their experiences that are inappropriate to share 
through academic research (for examples, see Bishop 2011; Stanton 2013).  
 
 For understanding the parameters of collaboration in this research, it may be 
beneficial to turn to the practices of the main participating community, Poverty Truth 
Commission (PTC). For PTC, plans to address poverty must include people with lived 
experiences of poverty, resulting in collaborative ‘commissions’ that bring together people 
living in poverty with civic and political decision makers. For the first six months of a 
commission, the focus is on sharing stories and listening to each other, and it is only from 
this that the group makes decisions about the themes and actions for that commission. This 
highlights that it takes time to develop collaborative relationships and a sense of one 
another’s experiences before determining the key areas of focus; this suggests the 
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possibilities of an initial cycle of research to explore what participants consider most 
relevant. An initial cycle may help to unfold what participants consider to be ethical and 
respectful in practices of sharing their stories, so that the research practices are not 
determined entirely by academic norms and my assumptions as a researcher (Bishop 2011; 
Stanton 2013). This may involve being responsive to the methods of expression and 
meaning-making practices that seem most appropriate to participants, inviting them to use 
‘stories, objects, words, images, or ideas’ (Goto 2018, 185). In this way, I anticipate 
prioritising collaboration by deliberating with participants about how they envision 
collectively interpreting and sharing their experiences, and how – and whether – they want 
these experiences to be recorded, represented, and circulated.  
 
Concluding    
 
Recognising the ongoing nature of debates surrounding qualitative methods in practical 
theology, I am locating my research practice within an emerging trajectory of creative 
qualitative methods. I have noted where ethnographic, autoethnographic, PAR, and creative 
arts-based methods enable attention to the meaning-making capacities of participants, and 
the disruptive and revelatory nature of lived experiences. I have suggested relational 
reflexivity and collaborative research as ways of addressing power and privilege in research, 
aware that ethical practices cannot undo or avoid entanglement in unequal relations. In 
advocating for constructing ‘voice’ and silence, asking ‘who knows’ and, indeed, whether it 
is right for me to display that knowledge in research texts, I have suggested ways of attending 
to the otherness encountered in the process of research. However, the approach I am 
constructing is developed with and through the practice of such creative, collaborative, and 
reflexive research methods, and with the participants and collaborators engaged in the 
research.  
 
 Additionally, I have begun to note overlaps between my own research practices and 
those of the research collaborators – PTC – for example, in suggesting learning from their 
approach to collaboration. Although noting the differences between academic and activist 
practices, I am advocating for a research process whereby both researcher and participants 
can address similar concerns around the ethics, politics, and power involved in sharing lived 
experiences in order to create social change. I suggest that this research collaboration is, in 
part, about learning how the encounters with others created through sharing stories are 
shaped by power relations, but can also disrupt and reshape those relations, not least the 
complex power dynamics surrounding research.  
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4.    Fieldnotes  and  Paper  Boats:  The  Research  Process  
  
 
 
  
  
Figure 3. Photo. Connecting Stories planning session. 
  
In this chapter, I chart the process of qualitative research undertaken in investigating 
practices of sharing lived experience stories to create social change. Working 
chronologically, I detail the development of the research process through two cycles of 
research: ‘Encountering Themes’ and ‘Connecting Stories’. Firstly, I reflect on designing a 
research process responsive to the participants, themes, and experiences encountered in the 
research. Secondly, I discuss ‘Encountering Themes’, outlining the research methods and 
ethical issues involved in gaining an understanding of participants’ practices of sharing 
stories to create social change. Thirdly, I explore some of the emerging strands of the 
thematic analysis, and how these influenced the ongoing development of the research. 
Fourthly, I discuss ‘Connecting Stories’, a collaborative creative arts-based project with 
Poverty Truth Commission (PTC), detailing the practical and ethical issues involved in this 
collaborative research.  
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Developing  a  Responsive  Research  Process  
 
I aimed to design a research process responsive to participants’ engagement with their 
practices of sharing stories, attentive not only to the content of their stories but also to their 
ways of knowing and interpreting in these practices of sharing. Two elements of the research 
enabled this responsiveness. Firstly, drawing on Participative Action Research and creative 
arts-based approaches that emphasise research as a generative, non-linear, ‘recursive 
process’ involving a ‘spiral of adaptable steps’, I designed an initial cycle of research that 
could be evaluated and adapted to allow for a second cycle (MacIntyre 2008, 6; Barone and 
Eisner 2011). Although not strictly implementing an action research cycle, the initial 
‘Encountering Themes’ cycle moved through planning (contacting participants, negotiating 
ethical permission), gathering data (participant observation, reflective workshops, 
interviews), data analysis (thematic analysis), and evaluation (feedback workshop). The 
analysis and evaluation of this cycle then informed the planning of the next cycle in the 
research spiral, enabling the design of methods and the focus of the second cycle to be 
adapted in response to key themes. This cyclical approach was reflected in the ethical 
approval process, as the initial application to the College of Arts Research Ethics Committee 
at the University of Glasgow indicated I would submit a further application for the second 
cycle (Appendix A). 
 
 Secondly, using reflective writing as part of a research journal (Moon 2004; Walton 
2014), I considered where these encounters with people, stories, themes, and ideas – both in 
‘fieldwork’ and in research texts – influenced my understandings and assumptions about 
research practices. In this, I aim to enact a feminist ethic that approaches research less as an 
unwavering adherence to a single methodological trajectory, and more a ‘series of strategic 
decisions’ requiring review and reinvention (Edwards and Ribbens 1998, 16), reflecting the 
shifting, partial, and fragile nature of ethically researching lived experiences (Graham and 
Llewellyn 2018). This involves ‘sensitivity to issues on many different levels’ in social 
research:  
One the one hand, we need to think through our theoretical frameworks and 
assumptions. On the other hand, research is also an intensely practical 
exercise, requiring us constantly to make detailed, concrete decisions. But 
these layers within research cannot be distinguished in actuality in quite this 
way, since theory and nitty-gritty decisions do not occur in different places 
but are constantly intertwined within the research process. (Edwards and 
Ribbens 1998, 1). 
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This echoes the inseparability of practice and theory emphasised in practical theology, and 
the necessity of attention to this throughout the research process. 
 
 However, these ‘techniques’ do not automatically deliver ethical, responsive 
research, and in my research journal I noted the challenge of remaining open to research 
encounters. For example, during the winter months of early buses in the dark from 
Edinburgh to Glasgow, then rushing through Kelvingrove Park twice a day – an otherwise 
pleasant, tree-lined walk – hurrying between tutoring at the university to PTC sessions and 
back to academic seminars, I wrote about feeling the ‘pressure to have something to say 
from all this busy-ness’ yet being ‘always too out of breath to be able to speak’. Reflecting 
on this pressure, I noted that it resulted in the problem of ‘being quite focused on securing 
my involvement as a researcher and about the “usefulness” of what I hear to my research’.  
 
 Furthermore, there were aspects of the research that were challenging to record in this 
process of reflection. One particular day, I felt the demands of being an attentive researcher 
– sitting for several hours in those metal-legged plastic chairs listening to intense personal 
stories – scraping against the realities of living with chronic illness. Even though participants 
came and went to smoke or use the bathroom, passing the baton of testimony between them, 
I felt I could not interrupt those speaking to ask for just a moment to stretch, let my mind 
wander, and run my aching hands under cool, clear water. I found this hard to write about 
afterwards, doodling on the page whilst circling around questions in my mind:  
Why is it I feel that conducting practical theological research erases the 
particularities of my body in the world whilst also demanding I reflexively 
display its vulnerability on the page? Why, in that situation, did I feel I had 
to set these parts of me aside to ‘perform listening’, rather than listening 
with and through my embodied experiences?  
 
Reflecting on that day, I also wrote about hearing painful personal experiences around 
stigma, illness and impairment, family, and interventions from social care: 
Much of the grief in these stories I heard points to my white, middle class 
privilege as being able to wall-off certain experiences as “personal”, rather 
than having them opened to strangers to judge as “evidence” – for example, 
the ability to care for a child or being eligible for social security. Where 
does this sit with asserting feminist notions that “the personal is political?” 
Who gets to decide? 
 
I wondered how I could adequately respond to the stories I had heard that day, to the massive 
yet disjointed revelations they disclosed, without reductively fitting them into research 
categories and containers. 
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 Such encounters influenced my ongoing thinking about the practice of research. This 
can be seen in the conscious choices of different methods between the first and second cycle 
of research but can also be traced in the subtler shifts of being shaped by the relational and 
embodied aspects of research.  
 
Encountering  Themes:  January  2016–June  2017       
  
In the initial cycle of research, ‘Encountering Themes’, I aimed to examine practices of 
sharing stories in order to create social change with the intention of focusing on the meaning-
making and ethical elements of these for practitioners. Meeting with Elaine Downie, the co-
ordinator of PTC, we discussed suitable ways of researching PTC’s practices: participant 
observation and reflective workshops.8 In acting as a ‘gatekeeper’, Elaine not only granted 
permission and access, but also played a key role in providing information about the 
characteristics of PTC and its members (Hennink, Hutter and Bailey 2011, 91–92).  
Although there was interest in the research, we also discussed the pressures facing PTC 
around funding, long-term planning, and the time, energy, and commitments of participants. 
Whilst I had planned from the outset to develop a more fully collaborative project with PTC, 
I did not want to presume that this would be possible and felt that it would be wise to ensure 
I was not putting pressure on the collaboration with PTC for completing this research. 
During these conversations Elaine also suggested contacting an organisation with links to 
PTC, and so I decided to expand the initial cycle of research to include a handful of other 
organisations in order to gain an understanding of different practices of sharing lived 
experiences. Thus, although the collaboration with PTC did develop further and is the main 
focus of this research, engaging with other organisations was an important part of the 
development of the project. Including these decisions here reflects the challenges of 
developing ethical collaborative research practices with grassroots groups and third-sector 
organisations. 
 
 Recruitment of other organisations came through a ‘snowballing’ technique whereby 
participants draw on their social networks to recommend other participants (Hennink, Hutter 
and Bailey 2011, 101). The risk in ‘snowballing’ is that not all recommendations are relevant 
to the research; to compensate for this, I only followed up recommendations where 
                                                                                                                
8 Unlike other participants, Elaine’s name is not anonymised here as she felt that her role as co-ordinator 
made her identifiable and so anonymisation would either make no difference or make the research so 
obscured as to be unusable.  
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practitioners were involved in sharing lived experience narratives for social change rather 
than, for example, storytelling as a performance form. Aware that this was an initial cycle 
of research and that I would need to leave time for analysis and evaluation, I limited the 
number of interviews with other organisations. In the end, I conducted five interviews with 
practitioners from: Vox Liminis; Hot Chocolate; ATD Fourth World; People Powered 
Health and Wellbeing; and The Robertson Trust. Details of these organisations are given 
below. As I did not have existing connections with these organisations, and due to the limits 
of time and distance, I decided that conducting semi-structured interviews with practitioners 
would be more appropriate as an initial approach rather than asking for long-term access to 
these communities. The interviews, alongside the participant observation and reflective 
workshops with PTC, would provide material on practices of sharing stories across various 
aspects of socio-economic marginalisation, such as youth exclusion, criminal justice, 
dis/ability and long-term health conditions, and poverty. Ethical approval for this cycle of 
research was granted by the College of Arts Research Ethics Committee at the University of 
Glasgow in December 2015 (Appendix A); I cover ethical issues below.  
 
 Reflecting the focus of this research on the collaboration with PTC, I first introduce 
PTC’s work, followed by describing the participant observation and reflective workshops 
undertaken with PTC in ‘Encountering Themes’. I then move to detail the research with 
other organisations by outlining the interview process, followed by the details of the 
interview participants. Finally, I describe the process of analysis, and of hosting a feedback 
workshop for participants from across the different organisations involved in the 
‘Encountering Themes’ cycle. 
 
Poverty  Truth  Commission  (PTC)    
  
PTC, based in Glasgow, brings together people with experiences of poverty and civic and 
political decision makers. Those with lived experiences of poverty are known as ‘testifying 
commissioners’, whilst those from positions of influence are referred to as ‘accompanying 
commissioners’. Since 2008 there have been four commission ‘rounds’, involving 
approximately ninety people. During these commission rounds, testifying and 
accompanying commissioners meet together over a period of twelve to eighteen months to 
share and listen to stories emerging from different experiences of poverty. Around the mid-
point, the commissioners choose three or four themes from these stories; for example, the 
first commission (2008–2009) focused on media representation, kinship care, and violence; 
whilst the fourth commission (2016–2018) focused on mental health, welfare cuts and 
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assessments, and the asylum process. Commission rounds often host closing events, 
presenting their findings through stories, short films, sketches, songs, stand-up comedy, 
poetry, and interviews, as well as producing an accompanying written report.  
 
 Alongside these commissions, PTC runs a variety of additional activities. The 
‘Mutual Mentoring’ scheme pairs Scottish civil servants with testifying commissioners to 
meet together and learn from one another. Campaigns formed during commission rounds are 
continued, often in partnership with other organisations, such as the ‘Cost of School’ 
campaign, or ongoing work around food poverty and dignity in food provision. The 
Glasgow-based PTC has also inspired other groups across the UK to begin their own 
‘Poverty Truth’ groups, as well as the Scottish Government’s inequality commission, 
involving one of PTC’s testifying commissioners. Testifying commissioners are at the 
forefront of PTC’s work, supported by two to four part-time staff or volunteers who co-
ordinate these activities.  
 
Participant  Observation  
 
During the ‘Emerging Themes’ cycle of research I regularly attended two PTC events as a 
participant observer: the commission lunches and the ‘Wednesday workshops’. These 
sessions always began with introductions and an ice-breaker, providing the opportunity for 
me to identify myself as a researcher and the purposes of my research (May 2001, 155). The 
commission lunches are discussion sessions open to current and previous commissioners 
and others interested in PTC’s work, providing a space to hear recent stories and issues, as 
well as an update on campaigns. Hosted in PTC’s shared office space in Anderston, 
attendance varied between four and twenty people. From January 2016 until the end of the 
research period, I aimed to attend these whenever possible. 
 
 Between January and June 2016, and then again in May and June 2017, I attended 
the fortnightly ‘Wednesday workshops’, informal writing sessions for people who had been 
involved with the commission. Typically, these sessions would begin with group discussion, 
before providing a prompt or exercise for writing, encouraging participants to write 
reflectively about their experiences or in response to news events, such as the Grenfell fire. 
As these small group settings encouraged everyone to take part in the writing exercises and 
to share their writing if they felt comfortable doing so, it was important to actively participate 
in writing and sharing to develop trust and relationships. I was initially cautious about 
sharing given I was an outsider to the group. However, within the group there were multiple 
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experiences being shared by testifying and accompanying commissioners, and also different 
styles of writing, emphasising the particularity of each person’s chosen ways of expressing 
those different experiences. The sessions always had plenty of space for cups of tea and chat, 
often full of laughter, listening, and people’s encouragement of each other’s varied 
expressions of their experiences in life. I also attended one-off events, such as ‘Denial of 
Dignity’ in February 2016, where commissioners from the third round worked with other 
organisations to host an event to highlight some of their findings.  
 
However, I did not attend any of the full commission meetings. Commissioners for 
each round are carefully planned by the PTC team, who consider the balance of personalities 
and experiences, and thoughtfully facilitate the delicate process of sharing experiences and 
developing trusting relationships. There are explicit statements about not sharing other 
people’s experiences outside of commission meetings, and potential commissioners are 
made aware before they join of the commitment to reciprocal sharing and working toward 
action. Due to these factors, I knew that my presence as a researcher would be inappropriate 
in the full commission meetings and disruptive to their processes of building trusting 
relationships. 
 
 During these sessions, I jotted down words and phrases that struck me, helping me 
to ‘remember the unique turns of phrase or interactions’ shared by commissioners (Buch and 
Staller 2007, 210). These ‘jottings’ or ‘immediate fragments’ ‘translate to-be-remembered 
observations into writing on paper as quickly rendered scribbles about action and dialogue’ 
(Emerson, Fretz and Shaw 2011, 31, 29). Following each session, I would write longer ‘field 
notes’ detailing what people shared, their interactions, and my responses to these (Hesse-
Biber and Leavy 2011, 200; Buch and Staller 2007). As taking notes ‘on anything and 
everything which happens is not only impossible but also undesirable’, I focused particularly 
on the details of participants’ stories, the manner in which they were told, responses from 
others, and my own emotions (May 2001, 160).  
 
Reflective  Workshops  
 
In June 2016, I facilitated two reflective workshops for PTC participants. Elaine and I 
advertised these workshops at the commission lunches and ‘Wednesday workshops’, with 
Elaine contacting any additional commissioners who might be interested. The workshops 
were a mix of focus groups and reflective practice workshops, offering participants a chance 
to discuss their experiences of and perspectives on PTC’s practice of sharing stories. 
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Although focus groups are often used for market research, they are also useful for research 
sensitive to power as they can reduce the hierarchy of researcher and researched and enable 
data from multiple voices (Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2011, 167). Focus groups were suitable 
as, whilst still concentrating on my research questions and gathering responses to particular 
issues, they prioritised participant frameworks for understanding the world. Furthermore, 
focus groups often engage group interaction, recognising that the information gleaned in 
focus groups is more than responses from multiple participants, but emerges from 
participants responding to one another (Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2011, 166; Kitzinger 1994).  
 
 Although focus groups can include group exercises to encourage interaction between 
participants (Kitzinger 1994, 107), I was keen for these exercises to enable reflection and 
learning among participants about their practices of sharing stories as part of PTC. Using 
group writing and storytelling exercises, I aimed to facilitate a ‘collective moment’ similar 
to Cheryl Moskowitz’s description of group poems as enabling the ‘sense of belonging and 
connection to one another’ that ‘could not have happened without each one of them being 
present and participating’ (2006, 51). Drawing on reflective practice models, I encouraged 
participants to begin with experiences of practice (Paterson and Kelly 2013), asking them to 
consider situations in which they had shared their story or had listened to others. From this, 
I asked participants to identify what was important to them in these practices of sharing 
stories, as well as what had been challenging. In the second session, I ensured there was time 
for participants to identify potential actions to take forward what we had learnt in these 
sessions. The session plans for the workshops are available in Appendix B.  
 
 At the beginning and end of each workshop, I discussed informed consent forms with 
participants (Appendix C). Rather than treating consent as a ‘unique event’ creating a ‘static, 
transactional agreement between researcher and participant’, I aimed to present this 
information in a way that encouraged consent to be seen as an ‘ongoing negotiation as the 
research process evolves’ (Graham and Llewellyn 2018, 47, 55). For example, I encouraged 
participants to ask questions about the purpose of the study and how the information would 
be used, and I emphasised that participants did not have to answer particular questions and 
were free to leave at any time (Yin 2011, 47). In the first workshop, a participant raised that 
she had perhaps misunderstood the purpose of the session and was not in the right mood and, 
after finishing her tea, decided it was best to leave. Although this felt uncomfortable at the 
time, Elaine reflected after the workshop that it was important I had restated that she was 
free to leave if that was best for her, rather than forcing her to participate. This emphasised 
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to participants the voluntary nature of the session, whilst also making it clear there was a 
specific focus to the workshops.  
 
 In the first workshop, I asked permission to audio-record the session, explaining I 
would transcribe this for my research notes. One participant stated they were uncomfortable 
being recorded, suggesting that I could turn it off every time they spoke. Knowing this would 
be disruptive to the flow of conversation, I decided to take short notes during the session that 
I would then write up immediately afterwards. In returning to issues of consent at the end of 
the workshop, I asked participants if there was anything that had been said that they did not 
want included in the research. One participant commented that because I had been clarifying 
participants’ comments as the discussion went on, they trusted my interpretation of the 
workshop; others agreed. Whilst this did not absolve my responsibilities to check written 
meanings with participants, I realised that I would have been less likely to do this kind of 
summarising and clarifying had I been audio-recording, and so decided not to audio-record 
the next workshop.  
 
 I asked participants about how they would like their contributions to the research to 
be identified. After some discussion, both workshop groups suggested that they wanted to 
be represented as a ‘commissioner’ or as ‘a participant in the reflective workshop’. After 
each session, I typed up my own notes, and sent a summary of the sessions to Elaine, who 
circulated these to workshop participants for feedback and clarification.   
 
Interviews  
 
Between April and May 2016, I conducted interviews with five organisations, recruited 
through the ‘snowball’ technique: Vox Liminis; Hot Chocolate; ATD Fourth World; People 
Powered Health and Wellbeing; and The Robertson Trust. I emailed practitioners to explain 
the research and ask for an interview, with further details being provided by email or phone. 
Many of the interviews were paired or group interviews, as practitioners felt it would be the 
best use of their time to be interviewed together rather than conducting multiple interviews 
with the same organisation. I used semi-structured interviews, as this enabled me to ask a 
specific set of open-ended questions, and then to follow up any areas relevant to the research 
and be responsive to the flow of the interview (Hesse-Biber 2007, 115). Prior to the 
interviews I constructed an ‘interview guide’ by considering the themes and topics I wanted 
to cover and then creating a series of questions that would serve as prompts for these areas 
(Hesse-Biber 2007, 121). A copy of the interview guide is in Appendix D.  
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 At the beginning of each interview I covered informed consent forms and explained 
the purpose of the research (Appendix E). As with the reflective workshops, I used this as a 
way to begin the ongoing process of negotiating ethics and consent, inviting questions from 
participants. I asked permission for audio-recording, supplementing this with brief written 
notes during the interviews. At the end of each interview, I asked participants if there was 
anything covered that they did not want to be included in the research, and we discussed 
how they wanted to be identified. In each case, the decision was made to identify interview 
participants in relation to the organisation, such as ‘practitioner with…’ or ‘activist with…’. 
As many of these are small organisations easily identifiable from a description of their work, 
we discussed that full anonymity would not be possible.  
 
 Within a week of each interview, I transcribed the audio recording myself, a process 
which enabled me to become more familiar with the data (May 2001, 139). As transcription 
is not a ‘straight-forward, passive process’ but involves ‘representing inter-subjective 
interaction on a two-dimensional page’, I aimed to note additional cues, such tone of voice, 
laughter, repetitions, and pauses (Alldred and Gillies 2012, 152). Having completed all the 
transcriptions, I returned the transcripts to participants by email, enabling me to clarify any 
queries I had and also addressing my power as a researcher by encouraging participants to 
comment on the ‘faithfulness to the interview’ (Llewellyn, 2015, 171). Aware that transcripts 
can be ‘messy’ artefacts requiring a balance between creating a ‘readable’ account and one 
capturing participant meanings (Alldred and Gillies 2012, 153), I supplemented this with a 
short guide or ‘thematised narrative’ highlighting emerging themes from the interview with 
relevant quotes and their location in the transcript (Swinton and Mowat 2016, 114). This 
enabled participants to carry out a ‘validity check’ on the transcript, and also indicated to 
participants how the data was being shaped and interpreted (Swinton and Mowat 2016, 114).  
 
Interview  Participants  
 
ATD Fourth World is a global organisation focusing on local issues; I met with the London 
group who provide support for people experiencing poverty. I interviewed a group of five: 
three activists and two ‘core workers’. The activists did most of the talking, specifically 
about sharing their lived experiences of poverty at public events. The interview took place 
after I had joined them for their weekly community meal at their building in London. 
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 Vox Liminis facilitates song-writing with people with experiences of the criminal 
justice system – prisoners, family members, academics, social workers, and prison officers. 
With participants’ permission, some songs are recorded and performed in public by the 
musicians who have facilitated the song-writing sessions. The intention is to shift public 
discourses around crime, punishment, and reintegration. Based in Glasgow, they work all 
over Scotland. I interviewed two practitioners in a coffee shop in Glasgow.  
 
 Hot Chocolate works with young people aged twelve to twenty-one in Dundee, 
hosting three weekly drop-in sessions and running a number of ongoing projects. They have 
recorded stories of ‘former’ young people who had engaged with Hot Chocolate, which are 
audio recorded, and then edited into short, anonymous films. These films are shown to 
current young people, to other organisations, and to government agencies. I interviewed two 
practitioners in their project space in Dundee.  
 
 People Powered Health and Wellbeing (PPHW) was a project run by the 
ALLIANCE, a membership organisation for disability and long-term healthcare 
organisations. I interviewed a practitioner who had just retired from PPHW, a project 
bringing together a reference group of people sharing their experiences in order to shape 
opportunities for person-centred approaches to healthcare in Scotland. I interviewed the 
practitioner in their office in Glasgow.  
 
 The Robertson Trust provides collaborative funding to charitable organisations in 
Scotland. I interviewed a practitioner involved in supporting charities in their reporting and 
evaluation at their office in Glasgow. However, due to the constraints of representing this 
work here and how the project developed, I have not drawn specifically on information from 
this interview.  
 
Thematic  Analysis  and  Feedback  
 
In order to carry out thematic analysis, I began by using an immersion process of re-reading 
and digitally transcribing field notes, research journal entries, interview transcripts and 
discussion notes from the workshops. Using ‘memoing’, I noted initial impressions as a way 
of practising reflexivity around why I found these aspects particularly striking (Hesse-Biber 
2007, 145). Moving back and forth between these impressions and the gathered material in 
an iterative process, I created a series of broad themes that provided a relationship between 
the different materials I had gathered. I aimed to follow Isasi-Díaz’s meta-ethnographic 
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process of synthesis whereby comparison and connection is made through a process of 
noting similarities whilst also drawing attention to differences; saying ‘this seems to be 
similar except that…’ (2004a, 87). I considered the resonances between participant 
perspectives whilst being attentive to the specificity of their different practices, contexts, and 
reflections.  
 
 As the iterative nature of the process of analysis involves ‘checking out’ emerging 
meaning, it ideally involves checking meanings with participants (Denscombe 2007, 292). 
Having returned transcripts and thematised narratives to participants, I followed this up with 
a group feedback session as many participants expressed interest in the research and hearing 
about the findings. Participants had also expressed their feelings that few groups worked in 
a similar way to them and that the ethical issues they encountered were specific to their work, 
so a feedback session would provide a way to create connections and discuss similar issues 
together. As group feedback may compromise areas of anonymity, I ensured that the 
feedback was sufficiently generalised in order not to identify individuals. I contacted the 
Research Ethics Board to ask whether an additional application was needed, but it was 
agreed that as feedback was good practice, this was covered under the initial application.  
 
 The workshop was attended by two practitioners from Vox Liminis, and one from 
each of Hot Chocolate, PPHW, ATD Fourth World, The Robertson Trust, and PTC. I 
discussed the feedback session format with Elaine from PTC and with a practitioner from 
ATD Fourth World about including commissioners and activists who have shared their lived 
experiences of poverty. Both felt that given the pressures of time, health, and energy, the 
session would not be particularly useful for testifying commissioners and activists, 
especially as the focus was on my research findings rather than a broader discussion. As a 
result, the session only involved practitioners supporting others to share their experiences, 
weighting the conversation in a particular direction. Although appropriate for the setting, 
this raised questions for me about making processes and ‘outputs’ of the research more 
beneficial, inclusive, and collaborative for people with lived experiences of poverty and 
inequality.  
 
 Planning the session, I noticed I was feeling nervous and used reflective journaling 
techniques such as beginning sentences with ‘I feel, I think, I believe’ to address this 
(Boulton 2018, 38). I realised I was concerned about re-centring my research and using 
participants as a way to confirm my interpretations of the material; I wanted to be seen as 
having the ‘right’ methods for asking the ‘right’ questions. Daphne Patai argues that the 
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‘feminist precept of “returning the research”’, although one way of addressing power 
imbalances, raises further questions about how and what form is used for returning research, 
and whether it is simply a ‘“feel good” measure’ for the researcher (1991, 146–7). Although 
these power dynamics cannot be ‘undone’, I aimed to offer the feedback in more open, 
nuanced ways that could provoke and continue discussion, rather than presenting ‘safe and 
secure’ final meanings (Barone and Eisner 2011, 15, quoting Caputo 1987), in particular by 
integrating two arts-based elements. 
 
 Firstly, I began the session by laying out pictures that represented the imagery used 
by commissioners and activists, asking participants to choose an image to which they were 
drawn. For example, a PTC commissioner described stories as ‘precious, needing to be 
carried like an egg in straw’ (13th June), whilst an ATD Fourth World activist stated the 
stigma of poverty meant she felt ‘like an old suitcase with everyone else’s labels on’, but 
that sharing her experiences helped to ‘peel those labels off’ (ATD, 16). I hoped that this 
was a way to bring in participants’ perspectives and creativity in ways that were evocative 
rather than objectifying their experiences. Secondly, I made three ‘artists’ books’ to present 
back some of the findings; I have used some images from these in this chapter. Artists’ books 
combine text, image, and textiles in ways that foreground the materiality of the piece, 
‘structuring a relation between enclosure and exposure’, between public and private 
(Drucker 1994, 28; 2011, 14–16). Reading artists’ books requires lifting, folding and 
unfolding, emphasising that there is no single, linear path through the book, but that the 
reader is making meaning through embodied interactions (Bell 2006, 32). Two of the pieces 
presented findings from the research, offering specific quotes alongside summaries, using 
printing, inking, and stitching to create images resonant with the meanings being shared. 
Another was a piece based on a collaborative writing exercise from the reflective workshops 
with PTC.  
 
 The feedback workshop was lively, with practitioners making connections and 
finding similarities in their practices, which had been one of the main purposes of the session. 
As with the reflective workshops, I highlighted ethical issues and consent at the beginning 
and end of the sessions, taking notes throughout and circulating typed up summaries to 
participants afterwards. I verbally fed back some key elements of the research and used the 
artists’ books to spark discussion. The interaction with the artists’ books was mixed, as 
participants wanted to stay in a whole group rather than break into pairs/threes to interact 
with and discuss the pieces. However, at the end of the session, one participant commented 
to the group that they appreciated how I had modelled back the values I also highlighted in 
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the research, namely about the fragility of stories and using nuanced practices rather than 
coming in and stating positions and determining meanings. Others nodded their approval. 
Although I appreciated this, in journaling afterwards I reflected: ‘what might the open-ended 
nature of the session obscure? Where might this open-endedness obscure the more ‘secure’ 
meanings I will need to present in the demands of academic contexts? Where might it 
obscure my power and control?’  
 
  
Figure 4. Photo. My story isn’t to be worn out.  
 
Responding  to  Emerging  Strands 
 
‘The  Difficulties  of  Telling  and  Listening…’  
 
PTC commissioners and ATD Fourth World activists reflected on situations of sharing their 
lived experiences at public events. In one PTC workshop (6th June), a young woman 
discussed her experiences of sharing her story at an event where, despite having prepared 
and rehearsed, she became very emotional when speaking. She stated it was important that 
people were ‘kind and caring, they showed me respect’, giving her space to pause and time 
to finish what she wanted to say. She stated, ‘they didn’t try to fix it for me’, clarifying that 
the chairperson could have told her ‘you don’t need to finish’ or she was taking too long. 
Instead, the chairperson stated that ‘the story needed to be heard’ and gave time for that. She 
summarised she felt recognised as someone capable of telling her own story.  
 
 Responding to this, another testifying commissioner gave the example of sharing his 
story at a large event. Although this had gone well, he had become emotional afterwards, 
and it mattered to him that someone from PTC came to support him. He contrasted this with 
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situations where he did not feel respected, such as at the Jobcentre, reflecting that if he talked 
about his current situation to staff or became emotional, he risked being sanctioned or 
removed by security. This highlights situations where explaining personal circumstances or 
showing emotion is interpreted as being disrespectful or difficult. Acknowledging these 
stories, the workshop group discussed the importance of the supportive environment created 
by PTC, but also the challenges of working sensitively and effectively with people’s stories. 
The group summarised our learning with the insight: ‘it’s important to remember how hard 
it is for people to share their stories’, emphasising this should be central whenever working 
with people’s lived experiences.  
 
 In a similar way, ATD activists spoke about supporting one another when speaking 
at events and conferences. One activist stated he always compliments people sharing their 
story, ‘whether for the first time or they’ve been doing it for years, I always give them a 
boost’ (ATD, 7). Another activist spoke about the value in travelling home from an event 
with others in order to share in the difficulties and successes. Her emphasis was different to 
that of PTC commissioners, as she saw this need for support due to responses received from 
those listening. She indicated situations of being met with disbelief, or with members of the 
public disclosing their own personal experiences, often surrounding homelessness or being 
raised in care. She highlighted two instances of hearing particularly difficult stories in 
response to her own, and explained the impact of hearing this:  
Well, we bring that home with us...I don’t want to pass it on to my 
grandchildren, I don’t want them to say, “what’s the matter Nanny, you look 
really stressed and upset?” But coming home on the train, I can talk to the 
others, I can get it out, I can get someone to document it, so it’s not lost 
forever…and then I can let it go and get back to my life. Although sometimes 
I do carry it for a long time. But that’s the advantage of going out in a group, 
it’s not just what we do together, it’s how we are afterwards. (ATD, 39) 
 
Although I am choosing not to detail those examples here, it had clearly been difficult for 
her to hear and respond to those stories; just as it has been for me. Reflecting back on the 
activists’ words, I am struck by her desire that responses from listeners are not ‘lost forever’ 
but are documented, a way of valuing what has been heard, and also processing her own 
emotions in the challenges of sharing stories.  
 
 This suggests that even in situations where it is expected that lived experiences will 
be shared, there are still unanticipated, unpredictable, disruptive elements of working with 
stories. As a testifying commissioner in a PTC reflective workshop noted: ‘because of the 
difficulties of telling and listening, it’s good to reveal what it is to tell a story’ (13th June). 
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This resonated with perspectives raised by Rivera and Chopp that experiences are not easily 
told, but require listening to the fragments, the silences, and the multiple retellings.  
Relational  and  Collaborative  
  
Relationships and collaboration were emphasised by participants as central to their practices 
of sharing stories. For some, this was about recognising their existing relationships, noting 
that although they share ‘personal’ stories, these are already orientated toward their families, 
communities, and wider culture. An ATD activist spoke about their sense of ‘carrying’ others 
from her neighbourhood when speaking at events: ‘because we are carrying on our backs a 
lot of people, a lot of people, we are carrying in our hearts a lot of people, a lot of people, 
and we want them to be respected, and part of that is to get our own self-respect…so we do 
our best’ (ATD, 26). Similarly, PTC commissioners reflected in a workshop (13th June) that 
their stories already involved others in their families and communities, with one testifying 
commissioner explaining she checked with her teenage children what she was planning to 
say at a public event or in a written report because they are ‘right in the middle of my story’. 
Responding to this, another testifying commissioner noted that although she had shared her 
story in small groups at PTC, she had not shared at public events because her story involved 
others in her family and community and she did not feel comfortable talking about them in a 
public setting.  
 
 Relationships within these groups are also a crucial context for sharing stories, 
enabling collaborative ways of working and finding connections between people’s 
experiences. PTC commissioners repeatedly emphasised the importance of listening to one 
another’s stories, reflecting that this enabled them to elaborate and understand not only 
others’ different experiences, but also their own experiences. The PPHW practitioner spoke 
about the reference group being made up of people with different experiences of diverse 
impairments and health conditions, enabling people to put their personal experiences into a 
wider context. She stated that when someone shared their story at an event they would 
highlight how their experience related to the experiences of the wider reference group, and 
she commented: ‘one of the advantages [of this way of working], through our collective 
meeting is that all the time people are…not necessarily explicitly…but are actively being 
encouraged to put their story into context…so that, it’s my story, but how does it tell a bigger 
story…we contextualise all the time’ (PPHW, 5). In a similar way, a Vox Liminis practitioner 
discussed song-writing sessions involving prisoners, ex-prisoners, criminologists, and prison 
officers exploring the theme of ‘re-entry’ into community. Describing the process of 
collaborative writing as working from images to then create a ‘collective word bank’ and 
    
116 
then writing personal songs, he stated that ‘what comes out is a kind of blend, or percolation 
of different kinds of re-entry experience that get refracted back through [the individual’s 
songs]’ (Vox Liminis, 2). These elements echo Isasi-Díaz’s emphasis on participants’ ways 
of relating their experiences to those of others in their community as a critical interpretive 
practice, and of engaging research methods that support this.  
 
Power  Dynamics  
 
Participants reflected on the challenges raised by sharing stories to address inequality given 
existing power dynamics in society, and how these practices are implicated in these power 
relations. The PPHW practitioner highlighted the ‘fashion’ for hearing stories at conferences 
but felt that most settings fail to recognise the participation and learning of those sharing their 
experiences, stating: ‘they aren’t there to have their experience sort of zuked out of them! 
And everybody to say “oh how wonderful to have somebody with lived experiences!”…so 
to try to have a shift in power would be part of it to ask “in what capacity are we there?”’  
(PPHW, 16). Noting it was best when those sharing their experiences were included as full 
participants whose learning and perspectives were valued, she recognised the irony that it is 
often organisations who do not work in this way who needed to hear people’s experiences 
the most.  
 
 Participants highlighted the risk of ‘instrumentalising’ stories, putting pressure on 
people and their stories to produce an end result rather than valuing the complex experiences 
being shared. A practitioner from Hot Chocolate reflected on receiving feedback from people 
in positions of influence after sharing young people’s stories with them. She reported that 
although they had stated this was ‘exactly what’s needed to make a difference on the ground’, 
they also felt unsure what to ‘do’ with the stories because government and funders ‘are 
interested in fixed and single issues…you either have a mental health issue or a homelessness 
issue and we will run campaigns around either of them but…they’re not going to overlap’. 
She recognised her own frustrations, saying ‘but that’s not life and everyone knows it’s not 
life, but…they have these individualistic teams and budgets and competition for resources’ 
(Hot Chocolate 2, 2).  
 
 PTC commissioners expressed their frustration at situations where those in power 
listened for only what they considered to be relevant information. In a workshop (13th June), 
a participant gave an example of one testifying commissioner being told in a meeting with a 
policy maker – whom she had never previously met – ‘I’ve heard that story before’. The 
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participant explained: ‘you can’t just label people for gender, race, sexuality, class…you 
can’t just say “that’s the story from poverty”… you have to respect people’s individual 
stories. Hearing a person’s story, you can’t say “I’ve heard that story before”, you may have 
heard similar, but not the same, you can’t generalise’. The commissioners in that workshop 
summarised the discussion stating the need to ‘treat people as people, not their stories’, and 
to recognise listening to stories as ‘more than labelling them as being “about” a particular 
issue’. These aspects resonated with Althaus-Reid and Goto’s critiques of taxonomic 
approaches that result in abstracted representations of lived experiences.  
 
 Similarly, I observed PTC commissioners talking about their frustrations in other 
people emphasising only the negative aspects of their experiences, failing to recognise their 
efforts and activism in seeking to create change. I noted in my research journal after one 
‘Wednesday workshop’:  
B. talked about a kinship care event, and her frustrations at a policy maker 
speaking about issues “as if it was still 2009”, as if no progress had been 
made in the last few years because of the kinship network: “she only 
emphasised the negatives”. B. felt this “didn’t recognise the years and years 
of hard work kinship carers have put in and the changes we’ve got from 
this” – for example, in 2015 kinship carers receiving the same allowance as 
foster carers. She talked about the benefits of the homework club they’d 
started, how much her granddaughter had come on through this. Her 
granddaughter had been wrongly branded a “troublemaker” by the school 
at first because they didn’t understand what it meant to be a “kinship kid”. 
She beamed with pride talking about her granddaughter’s recent “glowing 
report” from the school.9  
 
I reflected in the journal that this emphasised the importance of speaking about others ‘in 
ways that testify to their active working together of these groups, to their care and to their 
pride in achievements, whether political changes or glowing school reports’. This echoes 
Isasi-Díaz’s argument raised in the first chapter that poverty or oppression does not define 
these communities, but that their struggle against oppression and poverty is what defines 
communities. This emphasised the importance of this context of activism as locating an 
understanding of the stories that are being shared.  
 
Responding  
 
At this point in the research, I was being asked by peers, friends, and family about my ‘topic’ 
and on hearing the different groups I was interviewing, they often responded that I would 
                                                                                                                
9  Initial changed for anonymity.  
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need to ‘narrow down’ my focus by choosing a single issue such as homelessness, mental 
health, dis/ability, or poverty. Although recognising the need for ‘focused’ research, I felt the 
echo of participants’ words – these are not ‘single issues’, but complex lives. Encountering 
these themes, I considered where this research might be replicating a ‘taxonomic’ approach 
to people’s lived experiences, especially, as noted above, in recognising that I had become 
focused on the ‘usefulness’ of stories for my research. Participants’ understandings 
emphasised the harms of treating lived experiences as ‘issues’ that could be separated out 
into containers and catalogued, or as ‘raw data and materials’ to be ‘zuked’ out of participants 
and interpreted elsewhere (Kwok 2005, 74). Similarly, the collaborative, relational aspect of 
the practices highlighted the importance of listening across multiple, different experiences of 
marginalisation.  
 
 A good example of all of these themes was in the Denial of Dignity event, a 
collaboration between PTC, Vox Liminis, and the Purple Poncho Players, in which songs, 
stories, and sketches were performed. The testimonies detailed experiences around 
dis/ability, the criminal justice system, seeking asylum, homelessness, and benefits sanctions, 
highlighting how public services and wider culture deny the dignity of people, often refusing 
to believe the validity of their experiences. Although some performed their own stories, this 
was not always possible. The project worker from Vox Liminis performing the songs stated 
that ‘although the people who wrote the songs are not here, their voices are told honestly 
through their words’. A PTC staff member read out a testimony about the asylum system 
because it was not safe for the person who was currently waiting on a decision about their 
status to speak publicly about the asylum process. The Purple Poncho Players – a theatre 
group from Glasgow Disability Alliance – requested that we did not take photos or videos, 
as their social media accounts were used to ‘prove’ that they should not be receiving 
disability benefits. Yet, while speaking about dehumanising conditions that deny people’s 
dignity, the event was full of humour and creativity. Standing at the back of the room, I 
chatted with ‘Kitty’ – a PTC testifying commissioner – about how these performances 
encouraged her to think about other people’s experiences that she had been less aware of, 
and how these interacted with elements of her own story. Afterwards, getting a lift to the 
station from one of the accompanying commissioners, we reflected that there was something 
crucial in the room about different people hearing from one another and creating a sense of 
solidarity, rather than reinforcing a divide between ‘those who share’ and ‘those who listen’. 
These aspects emphasised for me where further developments of the research project should 
not be along the lines of prioritising one aspect of participants’ lived experiences over another 
but focusing on the creative and collaborative aspects of sharing stories.  
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Figure 5. Photo. Treat people as people not as their stories. 
  
Connecting  Stories:  August  2017  –  June  2018    
 
Alongside these themes in the first cycle of research, shifting contexts and ongoing 
conversations with PTC provided possibilities for developing a second cycle of research.  
Other ‘Poverty Truth’ groups were developing in different areas of the UK, and there was an 
increase in requests for partnerships and collaborations with other organisations interested in 
PTC’s work. The fourth commission round would come to an end in summer 2018, raising 
questions about what work PTC would continue into the future. I witnessed a number of 
lively discussions around these issues in the ‘Wednesday workshops’ and commission 
lunches in the spring of 2017. The notion of ‘hearing the stories’ of those in poverty was seen 
to be gaining traction with influential public and political groups, yet these conversations 
made clear that there was a wider set of issues at stake, especially the ease with which 
organisations could claim to be ‘hearing stories’ without considering issues around power 
and privilege. Although occasionally tense, these conversations highlighted that those 
involved were reflecting on the nature of social change, and the double-edged nature of 
PTC’s approach gaining more attention. Elaine explained her sense to me that PTC is not a 
‘model’ or ‘method’ to be replicated or transplanted elsewhere – for example, in stating that 
commissions must run for a certain length of time, progress through particular steps, or host 
a ‘closing event’ – as this would make the model itself the key to creating change. Instead, 
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she suggested that vital to PTC is building with the energies, passions, relationships, and 
experiences of people who are experiencing poverty.  
 
 In the reflective workshops, PTC commissioners raised questions about the practice 
of sharing stories. For example, ‘when should a story stop being shared?’, a reflection on 
people’s lives changing and moving on – or perhaps not changing at all – and the sense that 
people can get ‘stuck’ in their version of a story. Additionally, commissioners considered 
making sure everyone is heard from, not just people who have good stories or are ‘great 
storytellers’, but also those who have experiences that are not easily shared. Recognising that 
these questions do not have neat answers, commissioners suggested running further 
workshops to enable reflection on these issues.  
 
 In light of this, Elaine and I met to consider developing a way to address these issues 
through this research, suggesting it would be important for this to be collaboratively planned 
and facilitated with testifying commissioners. We also discussed using creative arts-based 
methods, recognising several testifying commissioners who were developing creative skills 
in methods around photography, textile arts, and creative writing who would be interested in 
working in a different way. Naming this ‘Connecting Stories’, we spoke to people at 
‘Wednesday workshops’ and commission lunches about the idea. Through internship funding 
from the Scottish Graduate School for Arts and Humanities (SGSAH), we took forward a 
collaborative project where I would act as ‘researcher-in-residence’ with PTC. We aimed to 
recruit a small planning group who would be responsible for the direction of ‘Connecting 
Stories’. As a collaborative project, the specifics of my role as researcher would be 
determined by the planning group; in other words, testifying commissioners would decide 
whether Connecting Stories would be included as part of my doctoral research, knowing that 
the project and resources associated with my involvement would not depend on this. I hoped 
this would be a way of working in which the participants had a greater level of control over 
how and where their knowledge, experiences, and skills were being used. I applied for ethical 
approval from the College of Arts Research Ethics Committee so that if the planning group 
decided the project should be included as part of my doctoral research, there would not be a 
delay with the project (Appendix F); this was granted in June 2017.  
 
Planning  Group  
 
The Connecting Stories project began in August 2017, with the recruitment of two testifying 
commissioners to the planning group, both of whom I knew through the research to date. 
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‘Kitty’ had been involved in the second commission (2012–2014) and had remained involved 
since then. Kitty is an artist, focusing on textile art and photography, using studio and 
community spaces in the East End of Glasgow where she lives; during this time, she was also 
running a quilting project with PTC. ‘Victoire’ had been involved with PTC as an intern 
through her undergraduate studies and following this became involved in the third 
commission (2014–2016). During this time Victoire was completing a Master’s degree in 
Adult Education, focusing particularly on creative writing with women seeking asylum and 
refuge in Glasgow, as she is keen to use her own experiences of seeking refuge and the 
asylum system to support others.  
 
 In the planning sessions we made several key decisions about the direction of 
Connecting Stories. We decided to run creative workshops for around eight to ten testifying 
commissioners, feeling that a small group would allow us to develop ideas together rather 
than try to manage a larger group. We decided these sessions would involve making new 
creative pieces alongside looking back through stories that had been shared in PTC over the 
past 10 years; I describe some of the conversations that informed these decisions in the next 
chapter. When the planning group came to discuss my role as researcher, I tried to step back, 
outlining different options, rather than framing it as asking permission. For example, I noted 
the implications of informed consent, ownership of materials, and wider public access to this 
material due to the University’s e-thesis record. Elaine, Kitty, and Victoire discussed their 
feeling that it was important for my doctoral research to be a part of Connecting Stories, as 
they felt that part of the collaborative work was in creating change in academic research 
practices by learning from and with grassroots activists.  
 
 During the planning sessions, I aimed to be aware of my power and privilege as a 
white, middle-class, monolingual woman as shaping my interactions with others and the 
direction of the project. One of the privileges of being white and middle-class in Scotland is 
moving through public spaces and systems designed to ‘fit’ the majority of my experience. 
This can lead to assumptions about other people’s experiences, in particular in framing 
research questions that assume others have similarly homogenous identities and experiences 
(Goto 2018). Attending a storytelling event with Kitty for inspiration for the project, I 
witnessed how class and race informed how others perceived her in a middle-class arts venue; 
at another point she spoke briefly about how ‘diversity’ sections on funding application forms 
led her to tick the box ‘other’ as she felt that ‘Scottish Asian’ did not recognise her more 
complex heritage. As Victoire was originally from Côte d’Ivoire but calls Scotland home, 
she was working in her second language. Being monolingual I would often forget that, as she 
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spoke excellent English, there might be words or phrases that she would not understand; she 
would often quietly look them up on her phone before asking for clarification. In order to 
address how these aspects of power would influence the planning of the project, I used arts-
based methods in facilitation in order to slow down our decision-making process, enabling 
different approaches and responses to be shared and heard in these sessions. For example, I 
used a mixed-media weaving piece to bring together different statements each of us wrote 
about what it means to ‘be creative’ and to ‘work for change’. We were able to discuss our 
responses to the piece and to the process of making, and how this might inform our approach 
to the creative workshops. Additionally, it highlighted the multiple ways of knowing and 
researching within the project, aiming to avoid the sense of a single ‘academic model’ of 
research to which participants needed to conform (Goto 2018).    
 
 Furthermore, both Victoire and Kitty were volunteering in Connecting Stories, 
whereas both Elaine and I were there in paid or funded capacities. Although all four of us 
were trying to balance the project with other elements of our lives – managing a mix of 
studying, working, volunteering, family, and health – these had a greater impact on Kitty and 
Victoire. Due to this, once the full project commenced, unexpected circumstances meant that 
neither Kitty nor Victoire were able to attend the majority of the creative workshops. We had 
planned to share facilitation of the workshops as they developed, but this was no longer 
possible and so the project became less collaborative than I had hoped. In response to this, 
we held more frequent creative workshops, using the time in these sessions to include other 
testifying commissioners taking part in the decisions about the development and outcomes 
of Connecting Stories.  
 
 Elaine and I managed recruitment of the group of eight to ten people who would 
attend the creative workshops. Out of a list of around twenty testifying commissioners who 
were still connected to PTC and would be available to participate, we realised that about 
eighteen were women and two were men. Looking at this list, Elaine reflected that more 
women who have been testifying commissioners have remained involved with PTC. We 
discussed whether there was a gendered dimension to the stories that were shared in PTC, 
and whether there were certain elements of women’s experiences of poverty that were 
difficult to share if they clashed with the dominant culture, resulting in what Riet Bons-Storm 
terms an ‘unstory’ (1996, 57–58). For example, we considered the interaction between food 
poverty, gender, and parenting creating circumstances in which it is difficult to speak about 
the ‘dehumanising’ experiences of using a foodbank given social expectations surrounding 
motherhood. We reflected whether a women’s group may enable some of these challenges 
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of ‘speaking out’ to be recognised, considering what the reflective workshops had 
highlighted around valuing everyone, not just those who are ‘good storytellers’. Based on 
this, we decided to actively form a women’s group rather than trying to ensure that the two 
men were able to be involved.10 We contacted the women by email, explaining the nature of 
the project, including the role of the planning group and my involvement as a researcher 
(Appendix G).  
 
  
Figure 6. Photo. Participant invites to Connecting Stories. 
                                                                                                                
10The result of this decision to create a women’s group means that there is a biased sample here, as the 
participants in these workshops are not fully representative of the wider commission, nor more broadly of 
people experiencing poverty in Scotland. However, this strategy of ‘opportunistic sampling’ in engaging with 
‘people who are around at the time’ (Swinton and Mowat 2016, 65) reflects the realities of engaging with the 
participants who are available given the complex dynamics of grassroots communities and organisations. As 
Robert Yin notes, generalisation based on the notion of a ‘representative sample’ is always inadequate; he 
argues instead for ‘analytic generalizations’ as a way of considering how findings inform particular concepts 
and events and can thus be implicated in other similar situations (Yin 2011, 98-102). Furthermore, prioritising 
the two men’s attendance and scheduling the sessions accordingly would likely have resulted in conflicts with 
the availability of other participants and may have resulted in additional exclusions, for example those with 
caring responsibilities and/or ongoing health conditions.  
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Creating-­Curating  Group  and  Exhibition          
 
The first creative workshop took place in December 2017, with nine of us meeting together. 
After the initial email invite, the planning group sent out a secondary invite by post 
encouraging participants to consider the themes we would be reflecting on in the workshop. 
Taking the form of a short piece combining text, ink, stitch, and a paper boat, the piece picked 
up on a line written by a participant in the reflective workshops with PTC: ‘my story is a 
reflection in the sea’. Throughout the process, we often picked up on a theme or image from 
one workshop to the next, sending a creative piece to participants in advance to encourage 
their reflections prior to the session.   
 
 We met as a smaller group, between five and seven of us, eight times between January 
and April 2017. In the first two sessions, I made participants aware of my role as a researcher 
at the beginning of each session, again encouraging this to be the beginning of a process of 
negotiating consent, following this up at the end of the sessions with informed consent forms 
(Appendix H). As we developed into a regular group I stopped using the consent forms but 
continued raising ethical issues as they emerged. 
 
During these workshops, I facilitated creative exercises that encouraged generation 
of texts and images, and we would develop ideas for individual and collective pieces from 
this. In working with testifying commissioners in an arts-based process, I aimed to have 
‘respect for their autonomy and capacity to want to create’, appreciating ‘how engagement 
with creative practices may have implications in terms of leaving people feeling vulnerable’ 
(Savin-Baden and Wimpenny 2014, 42). We developed a series of small creative pieces 
based on collective and individual stories, with many of the pieces being a collaboration 
between myself and a testifying commissioner, encouraging them to write and make where 
they felt able, and entering a process of negotiating meaning together (Savin-Baden and 
Wimpenny 2014, 88–89). I describe this process of making in the next chapter, reflecting on 
aspects of my power in physically ‘making’ representations as part of a creative 
collaboration.  
 
 As the sessions progressed, we decided as a group to host an event showcasing these 
pieces and encouraging the wider PTC community to reflect on some of the issues we had 
discussed. We decided to present this through a large installation as ‘installation requires 
    
125 
viewers to engage in a dynamic process of meaning-making that is contingent upon searching 
for and making connections between what is represented, what is suggested, and what is 
imagined’ (O’Donoghue 2011, 644). We initially considered using a quiet, reflective space 
– for example, the labyrinths used for spiritual reflection – but in discussing the nature of the 
PTC community as quite lively and chatty, we reflected on making a piece that would work 
with this nature rather than encouraging individual reflection. Deciding to create an 
installation that would enable and benefit from interaction, we created a labyrinth of multiple 
paths from chairs, encouraging participants to sit and chat, to encounter each other, in the 
midst of the exhibition. Within the labyrinth, we placed creative pieces made by the group, 
leading to a central installation of two tents made from commissioners’ stories. In considering 
the participant engagement with the exhibition, we identified the usefulness of ‘opportunities 
for audiences to debrief or “talk-back” to arts-based representations’ and provided reflection 
booklets and a response book (Sinding, Gray, and Nisker 2008, 463). The reflection booklets 
elicited responses from PTC commissioners about the exhibition and their involvement with 
PTC, enabling those of us in the curating-creating group to see how viewers had made 
meaning through interacting with the installation.  
 
 Making creative pieces in research raises questions around ownership and attribution. 
As Savin-Baden and Wimpenny note, in arts-related research it is ‘important to consider to 
whom the work belongs, how the study findings will be disseminated, and over what time 
frame’ (2014, 42). As a collaborative project, who could access and circulate these materials? 
If participants are to be anonymised, what are the implications for giving attribution to their 
creative work? Conversely, can creative works be properly ‘anonymised’ without removing 
some of the key artistic and expressive aspects? For the exhibition, we credited the ‘curating-
creating’ group collectively, with individuals being able to highlight their specific pieces 
within the context of showing others round the exhibition. We also decided to hire a 
photographer for the exhibition in order to document the artworks, installation, and people’s 
interactions with these so that the photographs could be used by both myself and PTC in the 
future.  
 
Writing  and  Feedback    
 
Following the conclusion of Connecting Stories, I faced choices about presenting the project 
within the thesis, drawing on my research journal, notes from workshops, the creative pieces, 
the photographs from the exhibition, and feedback from exhibition viewers. I aimed to 
construct research texts as ‘sites of aesthetic contemplation’, countering conventional models 
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‘that treat research texts as vehicles for the display of a fixed meaning created by the 
researcher’ and instead ‘engages researchers and readers/viewers as co-creators of the text’ 
(Cole and McIntyre 2004, 8). As seen in the next chapter, I created a ‘virtual tour’ of the 
exhibition using second person present tense, guiding the reader around the labyrinth (for 
example, Cole and McIntyre 2004, 2008). I punctuated this writing with autoethnographic 
and ethnographic sections, describing the development of the creative workshops and the 
process of making the creative pieces.  
 
 After the project, I met with Connecting Stories project members individually to go 
over relevant sections of the research text with them, asking how they felt about the 
representation and if there was anything they wanted to change or be removed. The women 
all stated their enjoyment of the piece, with a couple registering surprise at the reflective tone, 
but feeling that it captured the group sessions well. I also asked participants to choose an 
alternative name to represent them and discussed that full anonymity would not be possible 
as people connected to PTC would be able to guess their identity. Additionally, about a month 
after the exhibition we hosted a small feedback session for the creating-curating group. This 
was warm and positive, but also edged with anxiety for people – including myself – around 
‘what next?’ In asking the group about the process, I confessed my feeling that I did not know 
where it was going most of the time, and that we were making it up as we went along. There 
was a lot of laughter and agreement at this, with one participant, Mary, stating: ‘but if you 
had known exactly where we were going, then it would have been your project, it wouldn’t 
have been ours’.  
  
Concluding  
 
I have covered a lot of ground in this chapter, detailing over two and a half years of 
engagement with PTC’s practices of sharing stories to create social change. I have presented 
the broad framework of using an initial cycle of research, ‘Encountering Themes’ to 
understand practitioners’ concerns, values, and experiences, and adapting the methods and 
focus of the second cycle ‘Connecting Stories’ in response. I have also presented the ‘nitty-
gritty’ of research, from decisions about recording the workshops and challenges in 
presenting feedback, to adapting the collaborative aspects of the Connecting Stories project 
in response to testifying commissioners’ ongoing situations. Highlighting the embodied 
nature of this research project, I have commented on my own experiences of ‘managing’ 
chronic illness in meeting with participants, and also where aspects of power and privilege 
around race and class shape both my assumptions about others’ experiences, and crucially, 
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the ability of this research to encounter, interpret, and represent these experiences. In dealing 
with these inseparable layers, I gestured to where ethical research involving lived 
experiences is not the work of an individual researcher but is formed in relationship with 
participants and collaborating communities and that, as a result, it is shifting and fragile. 
Having introduced the ‘Connecting Stories’ project here, in the next chapter I move toward 
a more embodied, reflexive, and creative account of that collaborative work.  
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5.  Tracing  the  Labyrinth    
  
  
  
Figure 7. Photo. Crochet woollen web. 
  
In this chapter, I construct a path through the Connecting Stories project, tracing a route 
through the labyrinth exhibition alongside features of the collaborative, creative arts process. 
This path is comprised of six sections. Each section opens with an imagined impression of 
the exhibition written in second person, alongside quotes taken from participant reflection 
booklets used to record their thoughts as they interacted with the labyrinth. I follow this with 
one or more vignettes that document the development of the collaborative creative arts 
project with PTC, from the planning stages, through the creative workshops, the making of 
smaller creative pieces, and finally taking the exhibition down.  
 
 These vignettes are composed from smaller ethnographic and autoethnographic 
fragments, creating movement through time or shifts in perspective. These have been 
constructed from notes taken in workshops and my research journal, alongside memories 
from childhood and adolescence, and reflections on the process of making the creative 
pieces. Through layering the text, I have aimed to refuse a completeness, signalling instead 
the multiple perspectives and ‘forking paths’ that constituted Connecting Stories as a 
collaborative project and interactive installation. This ‘bricolage’ of fragments and vignettes, 
impressions and images, offers a sense of writing from within the labyrinth, a writing that is 
partial and contingent, communicating the complexity of making-meaning (Hofheinz 2015, 
21).  
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One  
 
In the middle of this space stand two tents, transparent enough to let light pass through, 
opaque enough not to disclose all they hold inside. They face one another, as if conversing. 
Sunlight floods from the clear windows and yellow panes, reflecting off the dark floor, 
setting slices of the tents glowing. You read on the covering: ‘my story is reality’, and ‘what 
I love about sharing stories is the solidarity/ what I hate about welfare cuts is the thud’. 
There is more, unreadable from this distance, inviting you nearer. Yet, you cannot move 
closer directly, the tents are surrounded by concentric circles, gatherings of chairs facing 
inward, growing ever nearer the tents. There is no straight path; instead you are to navigate 
this labyrinth. 
 
*** 
 
 
I came to connect; to celebrate; to listen; to learn. 
* 
I come to this ‘place’ every day and  
today I take the time to engage more intentionally  
with people’s precious, fragile, troubling, hope-filled stories.  
 
–Feedback from PTC participants at the Connecting Stories event 
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Figure 8. Photo. Tents with text from commissioners’ stories. 
  
  
Figure 9. Photo. Connecting Stories, view on entering the exhibition space. 
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Finding  Entryways 
 
The planning sessions always begin with a cuppa. Even on the busiest days, there is always 
plenty of time for asking how people are, catching up with what’s going on in each other’s 
lives. This is not only typical of but is vital to PTC; a space for being together and hearing 
about the everyday things that are happening with people, setting the tone for how we work 
together.   
 
 One October morning, the four of us on the planning group are meeting in the ‘wee 
room’ in the shared offices, with the comfy chairs and the good heating, the one that doubles 
as the stationary cupboard. Victoire comes in a little late, but, as always, there is time to 
make tea and ask how she is.  
 
 ‘Yes. Good’, she says. She takes a deep, expansive breath and smiles broadly. ‘Very 
good. I feel that my joy is coming back to me.’   
 
 In the previous sessions, Victoire has reflected on being a testifying commissioner, 
what it has been like to share her lived experiences. These reflections guide our sense of how 
the project will take shape. In the first planning session, she stated: ‘Nothing would have 
soothed me. I needed people to listen. I was angry, I needed people to hear and feel that 
anger. I was able to express it in a safe place. Often, we want to put on a face and say, “it’s 
okay”, but it makes a difference to have space to be heard’. Here, on this autumnal morning, 
Victoire goes on to explain how she was always a happy, active person, but that the traumatic 
process of seeking asylum has cast a long shadow. ‘But, my joy is coming back to me’, she 
repeats, clearly radiating this emotion. Later in that session, Victoire reflects further on 
opening up in PTC about her experiences of seeking refuge and the asylum system, and on 
collaborating with Elaine in bringing together her life story in a balanced way – it is ‘a hard 
story, but in the meantime, there is hope’.  
 
 That morning, as we are considering the format of the sessions, another 
commissioner is also on our minds. They are a key part of PTC and a regular at commission 
lunches, Wednesday writing groups, and my research workshops; sharing their stories in 
speech and writing, around experiences of benefits sanctions, mental health, and 
homelessness. Recently they have been less able to attend, encountering recurring health 
problems, leading in turn to problems with housing, and again, further impacting their health. 
That morning we heard that they had been hospitalised with mental health concerns.  
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 These conversations infuse our planning of the project, after all these are not personal 
histories told in the past tense, but lives in flux. These are reminders that in dealing with 
everyday lived realities we need to consider that our existence in the everyday is a 
‘permanent presence’ – it is inescapable (Isasi-Diaz 2011, 55). Vantage points for telling are 
not from high up, distanced and paused, but are glimpsed in traversing the avenues and 
passageways of daily life (de Certeau 1988). These conversations ground our sense of 
‘treating people as people, not their story’; in other words, ensuring that participants’ 
involvement, their creativity and interpretations are the focus of these workshops, not what 
is ‘recordable’ of their experiences. What does it mean for people to share from their ongoing 
experiences, from places of uncertainty rather than security, from the midst of struggles and 
marvels in the everyday? These conversations give shape to my questioning: how – in 
research and activist projects – are we valuing people’s knowing and interpreting of their 
everyday lives, whilst also making space for the shifting, the overwhelming, the not-known, 
the un-nameable within these stories?  
 
 On another morning, Kitty and I are chatting as she settles herself into the meeting 
room. We have talked a little before about chronic health issues being taken seriously; this 
morning she talks about being tried out on different medications over a number of weeks, 
and how it seems that the doctors don’t know what to expect from different treatments. This 
influences how she feels about looking back on what she has shared with the commission 
previously, especially around navigating healthcare and disability benefits. 
 
 I talk about my own experiences of being tried out on different medications over a 
prolonged period of time, and how confusing it is distinguishing between symptoms and side 
effects. It’s frustrating; as time passed the ‘normal’ functioning of my body was lost, I felt 
distant and detached from myself. What’s illness, what’s side-effects of medication, what’s 
external stressors, and what’s ‘just you’; the boundaries become porous. Kitty agrees 
vigorously, exclaiming that I’ve expressed something she hadn’t been able to put into words. 
I am pleased, and grateful; that these experiences of not-knowing myself, my body, some of 
my own deepest moments of isolation – even from myself – can become a moment of 
connection. 
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  Pathless  Forest  
 
During this time, I attended the funeral of a woman I did not know. I had been part of her 
family for a decade, said a blessing at the service. But I did not know her, save through the 
stories of others. Diagnosed with Alzheimer’s several years before I arrived into the family, 
we were unclear whether I was recognised as the partner of someone whose identity she was 
hazy on. Before that, her life had been as someone who ‘followed the flag’, a military wife. 
I learnt little about her at the service, save for three precious facts: she was pretty; she had a 
soft voice; she never complained. The recollections were largely funny or sad stories about 
her husband’s life, for which she was present. A soft voice, she never complained. Perhaps 
it was not my place, but I felt hot tears falling freely for all the ways in which her voice had 
been softened into silence.  
 
 Later, I am angry with myself for thinking of her in this way too. She was her own 
person, and perhaps I characterise what I hear from others with sadness because I had very 
little to do with that life, or with the hard decisions that families make. One of the readings 
at the service was from Ecclesiastes – a good wife – and perhaps the desire was only to 
mirror her memory on this passage. Perhaps she really did complain, but in grief we choose 
and share only certain memories. I don’t know what choices were available to her, and what 
she made of them; perhaps ‘following the flag’ was a sense of freedom, adventure for her. 
And perhaps it is wrong of me to say I did not know her or that she did not know me, or that 
I should not cry at her passing. The last time we visited her in the care home, I saw my face, 
next to my husband’s, smiling down from a frame beside her chair. I don’t know who had 
put it there for her, but it was a recent photograph of us, more recent than any other family 
or I have up at home.  
*** 
 
About a month after the service, I’m sitting in a car park in Skye, overlooking a lone 
hitchhiker trying to get a lift off the island. My husband and I have travelled for an hour or 
so to buy hot, stone baked pizza topped with local cheese; really for the pleasure of just being 
together, driving around the strange, jutting geography of the island. It’s only been in this 
space, away from our regular life, that we have started to talk, carefully, about what has been 
headline news for the past few weeks: powerful men in media and politics being found out 
as habitual abusers of women. We’ve had a few false starts, tiptoeing into what is both an 
overwhelming and everyday reality.  
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 Now that we are close to the mainland, I receive signal, and pick up several messages 
directing me to an article by a prominent theologian coming to terms with the full details of 
his old mentor’s sexual abuse of over one hundred women (Goosen 2015; Hauerwas 2017; 
Waltner 2017; Scarsella 2017). This theologian’s words bring immediate heat and tension 
into my body, and the coppery tang at the back of my throat peaks as he proclaims, even in 
recognising his old mentor’s crimes, ‘WE CAN’T AFFORD TO LOSE THIS IMPORTANT VOICE 
FROM THE THEOLOGICAL CANON’. The words are already forming in my head, they have been 
living in my bones for years; and I hear them echoed by multiple others: ‘What about the 
women’s voices?’ How many women’s voices have been ‘lost’ from the theological canon? 
How many just from his actions – actions that not only misuse power but also reinforce it – 
reinforce the message YOU DO NOT BELONG HERE. I don’t know how many hundreds and 
thousands of voices – of people of colour, of people with dis/abilities, of people in poverty, 
of LGBTI people, of women – how many have been lost from the theological canon over 
the centuries, even in our last few ‘progressive’ decades? I don’t know how many are still 
being lost.  
 
I don’t know, but I have often imagined walking in that vast pathless forest that is the lost 
library of women’s lives.  
 
I am not lost, but it is a daily task not to be so. I curse that it takes so much careful effort; so 
much patience and love on the part of others and so much sheer bloody mindedness on my 
own. I save up the kindness of others, like small precious pieces to gradually mend the 
damage, still doubting I can make something beautiful enough in return.  
 *** 
 
Wading through news articles about high-profile abusers and serial harassers, there is a piece 
by Rebecca Solnit about women being blamed for men’s abusive actions. One sentence 
sticks out: ‘women only come in these two flavours: not enough, too much’ (Solnit 2017). 
Although Solnit is talking specifically about women being judged as either ‘not sexy 
enough’ or ‘too sexy’, she articulates the binary that cuts through so many areas of women’s 
experiences. The impossible path that women are meant to walk; the hair’s-breadth into 
which I am meant to fit my frame:  
 
Not silent enough; too quiet. 
Not attractive enough; too ‘pretty’. 
Not smart enough; too intelligent.  
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Not original enough; too creative.  
Not real enough; too intense. 
Never enough; always too much.  
*** 
 
I do not want to dwell on this moment because I do not want to be lost again, but…after all 
the intrusive questions and suggestions about my body’s history; after all the aggressive 
statements about the veracity of my research interests; after all the disbelief that I could be 
both ‘disabled’ and a ‘prizewinning student’; he tells me to speak up. ‘SPEAK UP!’ I had 
come here for help. His hands make absentminded origami with a bus ticket. ‘YOU SWALLOW 
YOUR WORDS, YOU KNOW, IT’S TERRIBLE. BUT AT LEAST YOU ARE MUCH PRETTIER THAN YOU 
WERE…’  
  
Yes, I think, I swallow my words because I am afraid they will all tumble out at once 
and then there will be no going back.  
 
 *** 
 
I am off sick from my new school. Definitely sick, not questionably so, I remember being 
glad that there was physical evidence to prove it. Mum stays off work that first day to look 
after me.  
  
We have just moved, back to the city I was born in, back to where my father grew 
up. We are not yet in the new house, but living in a flat nearby, rented for some months while 
my father’s parents make the house proper. My grandmother carefully chooses the carpets 
and colour schemes and oversees the workmen; where she finds nothing she likes, my 
grandfather designs and builds what is needed, namely the cabinets in the kitchen and a big 
bookcase with doors for hiding things. They measure and plan; drawing out the floor space, 
illuminating for us how each room is to be used. Everything will have its place; we wait like 
dolls to be safely installed. At my own six and my brother’s nine, we are the reason not to 
be moved in yet; it is not ‘safe’ to be living in an un-finished house amidst the sawdust and 
wallpaper paste. But I think it might be to keep the new house safe from us, with our running 
and dirty hands and mess. My grandparents are generous with their time and money, their 
careful attention to style; but this also comes with their rules about who and what is welcome 
here. Thinking back, my mother’s family are absent from my memories of this time. 
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 On this second sick day, when there is no more clearing up after me needed, it is my 
grandmother who takes over the duty – although she has never been called grandmother or 
granny or nanny or anything else that other people might use. I have been reading to myself 
most of the day, being quiet which is the same as being good. There has been the cool crunch 
of neatly sliced cucumber sandwiches for lunch. Now out of books, I am allowed to be shown 
how to make something. She takes white paper, makes a few folds, drawing carefully around 
a template. After a few cuts with her black-handled sewing scissors, a row of identical pale 
women appears before me. I am not allowed to colour them in, instead we must name them 
in order. A test. I recite, and she writes the names neatly along their skirts. Annie holds hands 
with Beth holds hands with Cathy holds hands with Denise holds hands with Emily. I think 
twice as hard when it comes to my own letter, so I do not have to stand in this blank-faced 
line-up on the table-top. Later, I colour in the scraps, working with all that has been cut away 
to make these immutable women.  
 *** 
 
I fell ill the same way I’m told other people fall in love, ‘slowly at first and then all at once’ 
(Green 2012, 125). Like the snagged stitch that buckles and eventually unravels row after 
row.  
 
 There is very little I can say precisely about this time in my early teens. There’s two 
weeks in bed before I’m told it can’t be that serious and to return to school. Then, bright 
lights, intense pain. Life goes dark. I live in a rest-less state, vaguely aware of the concert of 
other bodies moving in and out the house, punctuated by doctors’ surgeries, hospital waiting 
rooms, and endless negative results. There are no visits from friends or family. Weeks and 
months and years drift by bunched up or stretched out or whatever it is that warps life out of 
shape. 
 
 It’s another ten years before I have some sort of diagnosis; ten years for this pain to 
be taken halfway seriously by doctors, rather than still being thought of as the imagination 
of a difficult teenager. Even then, the pronouncement of ME/CFS (myalgic 
encephalomyelitis/chronic fatigue syndrome) comes with no certainties or treatment, and 
many doctors unwilling to speak its name. Because of this delayed and confusing diagnosis, 
other people like to fill in the gaps. It’s a parade of character faults, of having my body read 
by others, of ‘you’re making it up’, of ‘everyone gets tired’, and ‘have you tried this?’ 
whenever I mention it. There are circular logics about being not enough or too much of 
anything; typically, around weight, fitness, food, and social life. Adding faith to the mix, 
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there are the extremes of not having enough faith and not praying hard enough or being 
‘religious and repressed’, probably believing that God is punishing me.11 Some family 
members re-order this time, arranging the sequence of toppled events in our lives to decide 
this illness is ‘simply an emotional reaction’, even to those dominoes that fell long after my 
own. 
 
 So, I prefer to say as little as possible that is personal, aware of my voice becoming 
stoppered up again even in the process of sharing. And this chronic illness and the 
accompanying pain is ‘invisible’, so I get used to the assumptions about wellness that people 
make, the comments about how lucky I am to have so much time on my hands, and the 
refrain of ‘are you better yet?’ I wear too much make-up to cover my grey skin and use 
stupid jokes as a mask for the pain (like that footnote just now). I say that I’m fine, and I 
take the days and weeks off after family gatherings and Christmases and weddings, in part 
because I am tired of re-explaining myself to people and yet still disappointing them; in part 
because the searing isolation of illness remains harder to deal with than the pain. And yet, I 
feel most isolated with others – feeling the barriers of deep shame and embarrassment at 
being this body, being this not-quite explainable self in public. And I write this lying down, 
lights off, curtains shut. I do not take lightly Anzaldúa’s words about remaining with the 
body in pain when writing; I write and erase and re-write these affirmations of Rivera’s that 
bodies hold together the contradictions of both pain and joy. Most days I am only half of 
that equation. I struggle to remain with myself, willing the days to pass quickly, losing myself 
in the turns of theory and a thousand fictional worlds.  
*** 
 
So, you can tell by now that I’m so used to not-talking about these things that I have to circle 
round these events and feelings, labyrinth-like as they are, before I can even start to find a 
way in.  
 
  
                                                                                                                
11  I get into an argument with the psychiatrist assigned to assess me when he presses me for answering ‘no’ 
to this last point. To be fair, it was his own fault for bringing up Job ‘being punished by God’ to an 
undergraduate theology student.  
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Figure 10. Photo. Close up of text on the tents. 
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Two  
 
The path brings you closer at first but, offering no openings, only sends you further away, 
giving different views and angles on the tents and texts in the middle. You pass images, 
silent moments of action, evoking memories of collective efforts, progress made, and 
progress still to come. You glimpse at some words:  
 
 ‘At benefits appeal I felt as if I were on trial for benefit fraud rather than 
having my needs fairly assessed. I think assessment methods for disability 
benefit should not have a starting point of assuming the disabled person is 
faking it or lying… the government doesn’t understand what the life of a 
disabled person can entail...’ 
 
 
You see others here, walking the paths; from different directions navigating their own way 
through. Some stop, quietly taking everything in. There are those who have met other people 
on the way, coming from similar or different directions; some sit together, conversing; some 
slowing to walk round together, pointing out and discussing things that draw their attention. 
One man approaches another, and you hear: ‘it’s good to see you’. The reply: ‘it’s good to 
be seen’. 
 
*** 
 
These are stories from real life,  
they are connected,  
they are open,  
they point toward hope rather than despair.  
* 
All the input and the different issues,  
although there is a connection,  
there are so many different angles.  
* 
The maze is an excellent device/design – illustrating the difficulties 
of coming out of poverty – how complex and challenging (like 
climbing Ben Nevis in your flip flops). 
 
–Feedback from PTC participants at the Connecting Stories event 
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Figure 11. Photo. Commissioners meeting one another within the labyrinth. 
  
  
  
  
Figure 12. Photo. Frames display stories; film from commission events plays silently. 
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Welcome  to  Our  World 
 
It starts with a bit of a panic. The room we’d planned to use – that’s had the heaters on for 
an hour – is no longer available. There’s been an incident in the neighbourhood and the 
police are here, big vans and hi-vis jackets, partly blocking the street, and also now keeping 
someone in that room. Other options are the big room – but it’s so cold we can’t ask people 
to sit in there, even with jackets on you feel in your bones the frost that decorates hedges 
and grass outside; we joke about needing a literal icebreaker for the group. So, we phone 
and ask if we can use the church room downstairs; it’s free but the AA will want in straight 
after us, so we have to be out sharp. We get in, turn on the heat, make the tea, set out the 
chairs, and, of course, turn the Christmas tree lights on.  
 
 There are hugs and ‘it’s you!’ as people gather. ‘Hello new granny!’ Jane calls to 
welcome Sandra and we all congratulate her on the news. Other people don’t know each 
other and offer quiet introductions. Cards are exchanged and Christmas jumpers proudly 
paraded. Elaine welcomes everyone, and we are asked to introduce ourselves, our 
involvement with PTC, and what we like about the season. We are all women; I am the 
youngest by about a decade. Some people can name the date they got involved, others just 
say ‘a while now’ or ‘oh, forever!’ People name who else in the room they were on a 
commission round with, or what they value about the kind of support and relationships 
through PTC. There are mixed feelings about the season, some love seeing the granweans, 
or the excited build up; others are more reticent as they aren’t in touch with family, but find 
joy in other things, days in pjs, or the delicate white frost. For me, I’ve already been thinking 
on my walk from the station that morning of how I’m glad on freezing days like this for 
seeing my breath, proof that something inside me is still alive. As people share, there’s 
laughter and murmurs of understanding and agreement. A mug of tea goes flying in the 
excitement and we reach to mop it up.  
 
 I’ve laid out some tiny, colourful paper boats, reminding people of the invites they’ve 
received in the post. I encourage people to write sentences starting with ‘I want my words 
to…’ or ‘I want my story to…’. I pick up on an image Jane used to give an example: ‘I want 
my words to open up like a flower’. Someone says ‘oh, I wish I had your way with words’, 
but I remind them I’m just listening to Jane.   
 
 People start to write. I get the sense, with pen and paper in hand, that this quiet space 
may make some people feel uncomfortable. Most seem to get into writing, but it’s too quiet 
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for some, and they start to chat to no one in particular, having got down all the thoughts they 
want to share right now. Sandra says to me softly, ‘I don’t know what to say…I feel like I’ve 
maybe missed something, I haven’t told my story’. She tells me it’s hard to focus, that the 
words just don’t come. We talk a little, and she writes a little. Mary jokes to me ‘where’s 
yours? You haven’t been writing!’ and I hurry to show her that I’ve been taking part too. I 
don’t want to ask the group to do something that I’m not also willing to take part in.  
 
 I ask people to look over what they have written and pick a line to share. What people 
offer is moving and purposeful, and there are calls of acknowledgement and affirmation 
across the room. I invite people to write one of their sentences on the paper boats, and I 
suggest that what we’ve already done is to make something creative together, the individual 
boats and phrases making a larger piece.  
*** 
 
I want my words to grow, flower. 
I want my words to be a building block to add to all the others. 
I want my words to be heard and respected,  
  reflect real life, inspire, be special. 
I want my story to give others the courage to share their stories  
  because stories are empowering. 
I want my story to give us a voice. 
I want my campaigns to inspire others to change society for the best. 
I want my words to be like a child of love and happiness, no sadness or tears. 
I want my words to reflect a situation, 
not a type of person; not that ‘poor’ person. 
I want my words to start and believe in themselves, I want my words to be heard. 
I want my words to enable others to speak out. 
I want my story to be something that outlasts me. 
 
*** 
 
We move on. I change the plan as we go along, responding to the feedback when I asked 
people how it felt to be writing in a large group. So rather than more individual writing, I 
suggest that people chat in pairs, responding to the prompt:  
Where I am now… 
Where I was… 
Where I am going...  
 
People turn to their partners and start sharing very quickly, so I join the pair next to me, just 
in time to hear Mary say:  
I was in hell. I am in purgatory. I hope I’m going to heaven. I couldn’t see 
it before, where I was, but I can lift my head up now and see where I want 
to go. Before, it was worse, it was awful…Having to be using foodbanks, 
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that was one of the worst experiences, it just robs you of all your dignity. 
But I’m climbing up now and I can lift my head up and see what’s above 
me. 
 
She talks about being proud of the campaigns she has been part of with PTC, the movement 
for food justice and dignity, that her story and her voice have made a difference, that people 
remember what she has said, because she talks about pineapples and cabbages and not being 
able to afford to travel to the shops where fruit and veg can be bought cheaply – and that 
people have acted on what she has shared. But I also hear her say: ‘it’s bad because you 
never know when things might get worse again.’ She mentions later that ‘I can be really 
chatty and loud, but inside I can be dying.’ I think of my own health issues; tentative progress 
some days, but never knowing when it will all come crashing down again, living with that 
fear every day but trying not to let that show.  
  
And on one of the papers that Mary leaves for me at the end, she has written: ‘I want 
a happy life with no more tears or worries’.  
*** 
 
I’m aware that conversations are being shared all around me. I overhear Kitty saying to 
Sandra, ‘don’t mind me, I’m probably gonna get a wee bit emotional at your story’. I see 
other pairs engrossed in conversation together.  
*** 
 
Shirley responds thoughtfully to Mary’s words, and she talks a little about herself too. 
Thinking about Mary’s ladder, and the stigma around poverty, her words flow:  
It’s not a one-way route 
Because if we get knocked back down again 
We should be wiser, stronger 
Forearmed in knowing that we aren’t alone 
And not accepting the word of others over our own. 
The so-called ‘superior beings’, we know now that 
What they have to say about us 
That’s not the last word on us.  
If you get knocked back down 
You can acknowledge that it’s outside your capability 
But you don’t have to be stuck. 
There are others, look for others 
It’s okay to say ‘I can’t deal with this’  
And in saying that, 
You can help others too. 
 
I try to take down her stream of words, struck when she says: 
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Sometimes you don’t want to look back on your story,  
It’s fine for others seeing it and it might help them 
But I don’t want to see it myself 
I don’t want to see it all spelled out. 
 
*** 
 
We take a break. A couple of people go out to smoke or refill cups of tea, but mostly people 
still continue these conversations. When we come back together, I ask people to write for 
four minutes on what they have heard or shared. Again, I can see that some people enjoy the 
focus, but others are distracted and quickly start calling to other people in the group. Mary 
jokingly yells, ‘your four minutes are up! Stop writing!’ saying, ‘people will hurry up if you 
tell them that’.  
 
 We all read out what we have written, what we have heard from others, and what we 
have felt. It’s clear these conversations have been meaningful, that we have all been listening 
to each other, and ourselves. Someone shares: ‘I feel heard’. There’s one moment of 
misunderstanding, but it leads to conversation – you never know what someone is going 
through based on the neighbourhood they’re from or how they look.   
 
 As we have already started reflecting on what we have heard from others, I pick up 
the ball of wool, pressing the soft strands under my fingertips. It’s a well-known exercise in 
PTC, saying something about yourself and then throwing it to someone else; ‘ah, you know 
Elaine!’ someone jokes. However, this is different: I ask people to throw it to someone else 
in the circle, and to say something this person has shared in the session that has impacted 
them. I begin, throwing the wool, talking about what I’ve heard and why it was meaningful 
to me…and it gets thrown on, and thrown on, criss-crossing the circle with connections. 
There are so many moving things said. Recognitions that some people are going through a 
really hard time, but that they are still here, still supporting the movement and always asking 
after others. Elaine throws the wool to Sandra, saying: ‘I heard you when you said, “I don’t 
know what to say” and I think that’s important, we don’t value that enough when people say 
that’. I am grateful that the listening and caring that happens here is always more than just 
one person, that it is collaborative, that it is about creating a space where people hear and 
recognise each other, bringing out one another’s creativity.   
 
 On and on we throw. There are moments of remembering what people have done in 
the past, cards and notes sent, connections between family members. People joke to each 
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other, ‘you’re gonna make me cry!’ but I think there are tears in everyone’s eyes as it is. 
People name how important others are to them, to the movement, how important it is to have 
her voice, her story, her particular presence. We keep throwing, on and on, recognising that 
we all want to throw the wool to everyone. When we finally stop, we name some of those 
absent, as if we are throwing ever wider, out of the circle here today. We take photos of these 
connections, from our own different angles. And we talk about the gaps between the strands 
– the people who are missing, the things we think are difficult to talk about, the things that 
remain silent, even in groups like this.  
 
 So, having unravelled, we try to bring it all back together. Kitty takes the wool away, 
offering to crochet ‘webs of connection’. Elaine and I give out packs for everyone to take 
away to spend time reflecting and writing over the winter break, and, of course, there are 
also my ethics forms. We talk these through, thinking about possibilities for what might 
happen next, both for the group and for my research. Winding up a group can be hard, 
thinking about where we go next, and what as individuals we are returning to. There are 
always things outside the circle, beyond the connections we have made in that space that 
influence how we feel about stepping back outside; there are so many things I don’t know 
about what people are facing. There are the jokes I roll my eyes at about putting on weight 
at Christmas, but I also hear: ‘the worst thing is putting on weight from being put on steroids 
for my chronic illness…putting on two stone, but still not being able to afford to eat’.  
 
I take a moment. 
 *** 
 
Kitty and I chat about how we think the session went. She likes the wee bags with notebooks, 
candles, and the reflective writing tips and is looking forward to using it. We talk about how 
it’s hard to find the mental energy for personal writing. I say that I’ve been trying, hesitantly, 
to do some personal writing about chronic illness, gender, and academia, but I’ve been 
finding it difficult. She puts an arm round my shoulders, and says with a laugh, ‘welcome to 
our world’.  
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Three  
 
You step into the circle. Around the tents, at different times, you see people standing or 
sitting, taking in the text. Some read every part, carefully moving round the tents to take in 
each word; others glance briefly, perhaps there are too many words for them, or today they 
are feeling fragile, and this is a lot to take in.  
 
 You see that the tents are made of stories, hanging together, side by side. You see 
short, punchy quotes, alongside sections of reports testifying on specific issues; there are 
transcripts of performances, alongside poems and collective pieces, alongside interviews. 
You read personal stories, about the asylum system, about benefits sanctions, about 
homelessness, about mental health, about disability assessments, about working alongside 
others in solidarity. You notice shared, collaborative stories too; scripts with different 
voices and statements about the experiences and value of this way of listening and working 
together. Edges and corners of these stories meet, overlapping and blurring the boundaries 
between them. 
 
 Between the tents, you see words suspended, echoing in light and shadow and 
reflection: ‘nothing about us without us is for us.’ In the gaps that form this phrase, you 
trace the curving, weaving strands of the names of commissioners, those who have listened 
and those who have testified.  
*** 
 
In all aspects of our lives, we should be paying attention to what’s not 
said as well as what is. The hidden stories not picked up by the media 
or official data – those of destitution, and those of organising to stop, 
mitigate and overcome hardship.  
* 
We need to hear all of the stories again and again, we can’t let them 
fade. We need to hear all of the future stories and ones that we aren’t 
particularly aware of. 
* 
The power of the circle – equal footing, people with lived experience 
of poverty at the heart, together building a just society with everyone.  
 
–Feedback from PTC participants at the Connecting Stories event 
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Figure 13. Photo. Text on the tents showing statements, themes, interviews. 
  
  
 
Figure 14. Photo. Threads and names. 
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Unruly  Stories  
 
It becomes a joke between us that it snows every time we have a workshop. In January it is 
that grey slush stopping some buses and trains; in early February a light dusting; and then, 
in the dying days of February, blizzards engulf the whole country, blanketing it under thick 
white snow. I spend the days at home, in that uncertain daze of liminal time and refracting 
light, waiting to see what is revealed.  
 
 The snow reduces our numbers, and other factors do too: some people get jobs; some 
are involved in other projects; some are caring for family members in hospital or are 
themselves housebound due to chronic illness. Yet, at each session, more and more 
emerges. People share stories and life experiences, both past and ongoing: about the pain 
and discomfort of illnesses, surviving violent and abusive relationships, caring for teenage 
children, loved ones in and out of hospital, what drew them into being part of the movement. 
More files and papers are found, with flip chart notes, handwritten stories ripped from lined 
notepads, newspaper cuttings, or typed up feedback forms and printed out emails spilling 
from their cardboard folders. These remind people of things they have kept as mementoes, 
such as pebbles from cairns inscribed with commissioners’ names, or small gift cards with 
notes of important issues; these are produced from bags and coat pockets. And people keep 
bringing their own new writing and creative pieces that they have gone away and worked 
on, jotted down in notebooks, on scrap paper, on wallpaper remnants. The materials 
proliferate, becoming unmanageable, and I feel overwhelmed, getting stuck under so many 
words, and stories, and themes, and images, and notes, and clippings, and reports… 
 
 I hadn’t imagined that we would try to pin down every meeting, every story, every 
conversation, every interaction. I have written (in my theory voice) celebrating the very 
unruliness of stories. Stories don’t sit still, they are lived, shared and shared again, resistant 
yet refracting with each new interaction, catching glimmers of another world. They stick 
with us, stick to us, catch in our throats. They get a’ in a guddle, and, when shared, come 
home with new threads attached. With this unruliness they disrupt the status quo.  
 
Yet I hadn’t quite figured for the unruliness of stories to be working in this way. 
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Guddle  
 
It is one of those snowy January mornings. I am covered in muddy slush from a passing bus 
as I trudge my way from the station to the PTC offices. Shirley arrived well before the 
session but sat in the café opposite to do some writing. She reads to us from her notebook, 
a piece about coming through the park that morning, seeing people pass by all bundled up, 
in the stillness and quiet of the park, a beautiful walk she doesn’t often get to enjoy.  
 
 That morning, we pick up on theme of the threads of connection, recalling the 
woollen web made in that first session, and we look at ways of cutting apart words and 
stitching them together. Responding to the discussions in the first workshop, I made a 
‘thread poem’ reflecting on the ambivalent possibilities of stories: what can be shared and 
create connection, but also what can become constricting and needs unpicked. These words 
have been cut and stitched, the thread enacting the flow and tangle of the words.  It is handed 
round the group, gingerly tangled and untangled, sparking ideas and discussion as people 
add their own readings to it. When I gently pack it away at the end of the session, I find that 
it has a light pink thread attached, entangled in the dark teal strands; it becomes part of the 
piece.  
 
  
Figure 15. Photo. Thread poem. 
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Shirley takes to threading needles and stitching together, working away quietly. At the end 
of the session, she wants to take her work away and bring it back when it is finished. A 
week or so later I receive it back, handed through the PTC offices, in an old A4 envelope 
with a plastic window. 
 
 It is fragile and beautiful. Against the grey-blue background, she has made a 
washing line of teal thread, with tiny words in greens and dark reds dangling from it. As I 
lift the paper, the words swish and sway, flipping themselves between readable and 
unreadable. 
 
 She has picked out words from the piece she has written; all save one: ‘guddle’, a 
strand of the thread poem echoed in her own response.  
 
  
Figure 16. Photo. Washing line poem. 
 
When things feel tough, rather than steeping in it, and hiding away with it on your own, 
like your own special parcel to carry,  
But, get out and experience the strangers in and out the various parts of the day; look for 
the individual, the incidental goodness in each one, and the parcels they may carry with 
them.  
Treasure as a gift the little uplifting things they may reveal without knowing.  
And see the same in yourself. 
 
*** 
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I come back to this washing line again and again. I love the delicate knots of fine thread, 
the evocation of ordinary, daily tasks, and I find the piece a good reminder of engaging with 
others in the midst of personally challenging times. It is perhaps crucial in the kind of 
solidarity PTC seeks to engender, recognising the ‘parcels’ that others, like you, carry; both 
the tough parts of life, and also the goodness.  
 
 I see a theological gloss in the words ‘stranger’ and ‘revealed’ – a description of an 
encounter with ‘the other’ – but also in the materiality of the piece, the fragility of the thread, 
the swish and sway, the knots tying together ‘tough’, ‘gifts’ and ‘revealed’. These all bring 
to my mind Rivera’s argument that a theology of wonder in response to God’s glory entails 
an ‘enduring attention and responsiveness to the glory that manifests itself in the world. It 
implies a “disposition and activity” of passionate engagement, indeed of true com-passion, 
with the beauty and the pain, with the joy and suffering of the world’ (2010a, 170). 
‘Experience the strangers in and out of the various parts of the day’. The creative piece 
suggests looking out for the ‘incidental goodness’ that may be ‘revealed’ in and through 
others, that everyday life is ‘scattered with marvels’ (de Certeau, Giard, Mayol 1998, 213).  
*** 
 
In the workshops, Shirley often advocates for seeing past our perceptions and assumptions 
of other people. She often reminds us to think about the gifts and creativity and goodness 
in communities that are labelled as ‘deprived’. In the first workshop in December, she 
wrote: ‘I want my words to reflect a situation, not a type of person; not that “poor” person’.  
 
 In the last stretch of the project, I get caught up in what feels tough in my own life, 
and I hang on to my ‘own special parcel’, including trying to bring together everything for 
the exhibition. In one session when we are all tired and on-edge, I find myself trying to 
explain what I’d like the group to write for a collaborative piece: a few sentences on 
experiences of poverty that are often overlooked or misunderstood. Shirley asks for 
clarification. I offer an example, but I feel that I am pushing too much, and in the wrong 
direction, asking the group to write ‘about’ poverty in a reductive way, pressing for personal 
details.  She starts to write but wants to take it away to think more about what to say. I feel 
that I have betrayed the fragile ambiguity of what she has been trying to convey, the 
reflective quality in everyday life she is encouraging us to uncover.  
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Four  
 
You are here. Somewhere at the midpoint, the balance, the tipping point.  
 
*** 
 
I turn through the few empty, unfilled pages in some of the booklets,  
not bothering to take notes,  
not bothering to record these silences. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
Figure 17. Photo. Light and shadow in the space between the tents. 
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Silences  
 
I heard you when you said, ‘I don’t know what to say’.  
 
And later, when you said, so softly, ‘I’ve been at her bedside in hospital…and I was 
thinking… “Where’s my web now? Where’s my threads, all those connections?”’  
 
*** 
 
Sometimes it’s too hard.  
 
 
Sometimes the words just don’t come.  
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Five 
 
You turn, stepping out, thinking on what the printed tents enclosed. 
 
 Multiple life stories, rich in detail; a great distance contained in a small space. 
Handwritten poetic lines etched with emotion. Stories yet to be told, wound tightly in tall 
spools and tiny bobbins, waiting for the right moment to unfurl and be shared. And stories 
that cannot be told; light glinting off the silences and spaces held in recognition of the things 
that refuse telling, that are too large, too small, too different to be put into words. Perhaps 
something resonates with you; the white noise that you have learnt to tune out, that oceanic 
thunder inside. You blink this back.  
 
 You hold in your hand a booklet, a life story, the text of the title softened and traced 
in shadow, the storyteller anonymous. You move slowly out of the circle, starting to return 
the way you came, and find a quiet place in the labyrinth to sit with this particular story, 
amidst a host of stories. 
 
*** 
 
Ongoing contemplation, reflection,  
times of silence, space,  
times to have conversations in groups  
and individually with others –  
the power of encounter as people,  
humans searching for equality, justice,  
realising best of who I/we can be together in our world.  
* 
 Struck by the immense creativity and generosity  
of people sharing precious stories,  
personal, of real struggle.  
That both paint hope as present.  
* 
How some stories begin to form, 
 clear, hopeful, confident visions of a future, fair society  
a real belief that it can be this way if more people are nurtured  
by PTC and others to believe in themselves and their part in society.  
 
–Feedback from PTC participants at the Connecting Stories event 
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Figure 18. Photo. Text on the outside of the tent; life-story booklets inside.    
  
  
 
Figure 19. Photo. Stories waiting to be told. 
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A  cord  of  three  strands  
 
Victoire has been unable to make the workshops recently as she has started work, facilitating 
writing sessions for women with experiences of seeking refuge. She has said that she sees 
our workshops like training, giving her ideas and experience for running her own writing 
sessions. I am glad that she has this job, yet I miss her presence in the groups, her 
enthusiastic, expressive input. By chance I find her name on a lending ticket in a university 
library book; a bookmark of where she has also been reading womanist theology.  
*** 
 
In the workshop where we are using spools of thread, Victoire narrates a piece about her 
experiences. She holds up a single strand of thread to us, saying:   
 ‘I am trying to break it’ – SNAP! –  ‘and I can.’  
 (Mistaking her meaning, I reach for some scissors.)  
 ‘Now I have two threads together and it is harder to break them’ – SNAP! – ‘but I 
can still manage.’  
 We have all become enthralled in her performance. 
 ‘Now, I take three threads together, and I am trying and trying and trying’, her fingers 
tense with effort, ‘but I just cannot break them.’  
 She bears them aloft for us to see, unbroken.  
 
 She explains that she was thinking about the biblical passage ‘a cord of three strands 
is not easily broken’ (Ecclesiastes 4:12, NIV), and about the three things that kept her going 
through what she names as the ‘anxiety and trauma’ of the process of seeking asylum.  
***  
 
Over the next few months, drawing on sections from the existing life story that she and 
Elaine worked on and what she has shared in planning sessions, we bring together a piece, 
working in French and English. The text loops and braids, holding torn pieces of gold and 
petals like slivers of sunlight. Extending beyond the final words, the piece carries the 
fragments on, the story unfinished: there is yet more to come.  
*** 
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Figure 20. Photo. A cord of three strands. 
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There was much violence and danger 
I was afraid to go back home 
 
My daughters have been the reason that I stayed strong. Mes filles ont été ma force 
principale.  
 
I was afraid for my life 
 
I wanted them to be proud of me the day we would be reunited. Mon desir était qu’elles 
soient fiéres de moi le joùr où nous seront enfin réuni.  
 
I opened up my heart, told them the whole story 
They told me everything I said was a lie 
 
Studying has always been one of my drivers. I could not work but I could study.  Étudier a 
toujours été une de mes motivations. Je ne pouvais pas travailler mais je pouvais etudier.  
 
It’s like being told 
you are nothing now 
no-one can help you 
 
Studying gave me the opportunity to get involved with PTC where I did my placement. 
Studying gave me the opportunity to learn English and study in one of the best universities 
and to learn lots of skills. Studying kept me busy. Etudier m’a donné l'opportunité de 
connaître PTC et d’y faire mon stage. Etudier m’a donné l'opportunité d’apprendre l’anglais 
et d’etudier dans une des meilleures universités en Eccose. Etudier m’a permis d’apprendre 
de nouvelles choses. Etudier m’a permis d'être occupée. 
 
I was so angry 
I needed to be heard 
I needed people to hear  
and feel that anger 
 
Telling my story gave me the opportunity to share my wound. I was at a point where I needed 
to speak, to open up about it. It gave me the opportunity to be trusted and to trust. Raconter 
mon histoire m’a donné l'opportunité de partager mes blessures.  J’etais à une période de ma 
vie où j’avais besoin de parler, de m’ouvrir et de faire confiance. 
 
Now I enable other people  
to share their story 
 
Hearing other people’s stories inspired me, made me question where I was and decide to 
help, to get more involved. Ecouter d’auters persones en partagenr leurs difficultés m’a 
donné de réfléchir sur ma situation et de decider d’aider en m’impliquant plus. 
 
My joy is coming back to me 
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Root  and  Branch 
 
Mary has brought in a piece, for which she bought felt-tip pens specially. She has drawn a 
large tree on leftover wallpaper, roughly textured like tree bark. It curls itself up into a scroll 
again, smelling of cigarette smoke. The tree is lively greens and browns, branches and roots 
stretching out, looking like it has grown in the face of rough winds. She has written some 
words, and in other places she has cut out and stuck down words from reports. Mary says 
she wanted to make the whole tree from words, but that it would have taken too much time 
and been too much given her arthritis and the painful, gradual loss of sight in one eye. I am 
delighted that she has taken the time to make this, but I’m also not sure how to respond, what 
to ‘do’ with it.  
 
 She’s also cut out the words form the collaborative piece ‘I want my words to…’ 
written by the group in the first session; I had printed over a photo of the paper boats and 
given it to everyone in the group. It feels a bit odd, perhaps, to see the words from it extracted 
and stuck on. Yet, why should it only be me who gets to bring in responses that I’ve worked 
on at home? Why does the ‘wholeness’ of what I give back to people matter, especially when 
in my own research I am free to extract words and quotes to make my own meaning? And, 
at a practical level, when I have access to digital printing at home to generate and copy as 
many neat, readable words as I wish. Why do I pause at others taking materials – words and 
meanings – and re-making them, transforming them? Isn’t this what I hope to encourage?   
*** 
 
At home, I look back over what Mary has shared, in writing and in discussion. I notice that 
like the tree, much of this conveys a sense of growth, or perhaps progress. I take a moment, 
remembering she is not a puzzle to be solved (Visweswaran 1994, 50). In the second 
workshop, when we were all messing about with thread, she knew exactly what she wanted 
to make: a ladder. The first rung is ‘Hopeless, Isolated, no future’, stepping up to ‘Join 
Poverty Truth Commission’. This then moves through ‘participating in society’, ‘self-esteem 
rising’, ‘included in society’ and up to ‘empowered – hope in the future’. The final three 
rungs read ‘tell my stories – happy’, ‘happy – social included’ and ‘have future to look 
forward to’. I remember that in the first workshop she talked about climbing up out of hell; 
perhaps this is the ladder she has been using.   
 
 I feel troubled by personal progress narratives in some anti-poverty work, their 
linearity and simplicity, and I sense that resistance in myself now. I think back to the 
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interviews where we discussed concerns over ‘conversion’ style testimonies that involve 
‘sensationalist approaches’ where an organisation becomes the focus point in ‘fixing’ a 
‘broken and dysfunctional person’.12 I remember those October conversations about how 
people might feel about looking back over their story, especially if it contains an optimistic 
future about an individual’s life that doesn’t come to fruition. Yet, reflecting further on 
Mary’s explanations of her pieces, I think her work challenges my own discomfort, raising 
questions about the nature of change involved in activism, rather than advocating for an 
atomistic conception of personal progress. In talking about the tree, she described how the 
growth of some branches can be stunted or they can die, and that there are times of falling 
away and needing to grow back again. She named ‘poverty’ as being the trunk of the tree, 
saying ‘everything in my life, good and bad, comes from poverty’, and indeed she has cut 
out and stuck the word ‘poverty’ right onto the trunk.  There are other pieces she has worked 
on too, describing her activism with food justice projects – beginning with her own ongoing 
experiences of food insecurity through to her role in producing the ‘Dignity in Practice’ 
report in March 2018, a project funded by the Scottish Government and run by Nourish 
Scotland and PTC. This has been a long-term, intense commitment over different working 
groups and commissions, bringing this issue into a national conversation.  
*** 
 
Mary is keen to keep the tree image, describing herself as a ‘bit of a tree hugger’, and she 
brings in another stretch of leftover wallpaper, this time from her bedroom, depicting birch 
trees in browns and golds. Copying the print onto fragile paper, I layer these images with 
text from a talk she gave entitled ‘my vision for the future of Scotland’. It’s a short, bold 
speech, covering areas of health inequalities, food and fuel poverty, welfare reform and 
employment, all part of creating a more equal and just society. She ends the talk recognising 
that people might say it is ‘unachievable’ but argues that if alone she was able to achieve 
change to policy through her NHS 24 campaign – through which mobile phone charges to 
the NHS non-emergency number were abolished – then how much more can be achieved by 
more people working together. Layering this text with the bedroom wallpaper – suggestive 
of a deeply personal space – I hope to evoke a sense of the personal and the political as 
inseparable. I ask Mary if she is familiar with the phrase ‘the personal is political’. ‘No’, she 
says, ‘but of course it is’.   
 
                                                                                                                
12  Hot Chocolate, 10.  
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 On the other side of the many-folded incline are inserts, detailing the different 
projects and reports about food justice that she has been involved with, the text in and around 
images of lichens I have gathered for it; lichens are often indictors of the health of a tree’s 
surrounding environment.  Suspended on copper wire at different intervals are leaves, gently 
nodding in the draft, echoing the upward movement from ‘hopeless, isolated, no future’, 
through ‘self-esteem rising’ into ‘have future to look forward to’. These copper threads can 
be shaped to arc upward or curve down, although it is uncertain if the wire strands will 
respond to these attempts; on any given day, the leaves trace their own trajectories. 
 
  
  
  
Figure 21. Photo. Root and Branch. 
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Fear  of  the  Brown  Envelope 
 
The idea had existed in the air between us for a while. We had the notion of using the 
everyday object that has become such a source of anxiety and fear, a representation of the 
impact of welfare cuts and assessments, but it hadn’t seemed to go anywhere. That was until 
Shirley brought in a stack of brown envelopes, with their roughly torn openings and blank, 
empty windows. Some had been her uncle’s – she was sorting his possessions after his recent 
passing – some were her own. Even ‘unworked’ this small stack of eight had a quality to 
them, making tangible something of the emotions. In discussion, Shirley and I figure out a 
way to use them.   
 
 I take them home, and bind them, using a deep, multi-stranded, red thread. In this 
process, I catch my finger and rip open the skin; a tiny drop of red blooms on the corner of 
the first envelope. I am horrified at being careless, at staining something that Shirley has 
carefully collected. But, after a moment, I recognise that it fits quite well with the colour of 
the thread, and the tea-mug stain already on the front; and how the anxiety of the brown 
envelope has also become so much a part of life for so many people. When I apologetically 
point out the mark to Shirley, Sandra comments ‘well, that’s what it feels like, they bleed 
you dry’.  
 
 In the last session as a group before the exhibition, we work on the text for the inserts. 
Shirley has felt a little stuck trying to figure out what to write, so invites the rest of the group 
to help, passing the bound envelopes between them. I get them all to write down the emotions 
and thoughts they have when a brown envelope arrives, and once they’ve finished get them 
to sort these into an order for the eight inserts. These move from the initial feelings of anxiety 
and fear (‘oh no the brown envelope’; ‘I cannae face opening the thing’; ‘what is this 
about?’), to concern over the impact (‘how am I going to manage?’; ‘I can’t fill this form 
in’), to the damaging physical and mental health impact in the days afterwards (‘I’m made 
to feel like I’ve done something wrong’; ‘it damages my health’) to the expectation of 
receiving a response or a verdict in the next brown envelope and the whole cycle starting 
again (‘I dread the response’). As the group opens out into more general sharing around 
these experiences, I take down some brief notes. 
 
 Back home, I work with blank forms, such as for Carer’s Allowance or Personal 
Independence Payments, using a white acrylic (gesso) to cover the form, leaving the text just 
visible. I fold these pages and stitch round the edges. In red ink, I stamp the eight phrases on 
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the eight sheets, so that they will be visible through the transparent window of the envelope. 
As the group will not see the piece until the morning of the exhibition, I write on the inserts 
in pencil, detailing some of the experiences and comments they shared. These include 
general comments such as, ‘assessment, decision, appeal, outcome, reassessment, it’s a 
never-ending cycle’ and ‘it’s complex and threatening language, you don’t understand it’ 
and ‘you don’t feel trusted’. There are also very personal examples, such as, ‘I’m a carer for 
my mum, so I get her brown envelopes too. She’s 86. I feel like shouting “LEAVE HER 
ALONE” it feels like they are blaming her, it feels like she’s robbed somebody’. Another 
reads: ‘I’d gone to the advice centre to check that the form was filled out correctly. They 
said it was, but it still came back saying it was wrong. And what proof do you have that 
you’ve done that?’  
 
Finally, I use red ink to print in small letters on brown paper, similar to that of the 
brown envelopes. Fear, panic, gut-wrenching, lost, shamed, sick, dread. Tearing and 
stitching, I attach these words to the inserts so that they hang lightly at the ripped edges of 
the envelopes, naming the tangible emotions that are right at people’s finger-tips as they 
open these brown envelopes.  
 
 
Figure 22. Photo. Fear of the Brown Envelope.  
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Six 
 
You see a few others are here still, heads bent closer to each other, deep in conversation, or 
sitting alone with their thoughts. Again, you turn, retracing steps, backwards and forwards, 
where you have been shaping where you are going. During this time, the light has shifted 
with the arc of the sun, illuminating different sections, casting others into shadow. As you 
pass you take in more text, wondering if you had missed this on the path inwards, or if you 
are just now seeing it afresh, seeing the layers of creativity, compassion, humour, anger, and 
courage, as the path before you unfurls back into the world.  
 
*** 
 
This creative space – connecting stories, is continuing to move  
and be shaped by many lives who have, who are and  
who maybe are part of this journey shaping change... 
So much gratitude and pride and deep inspiration  
in this space honouring, bringing to light the lives of people.  
* 
New commissioners will add to the already  
 very rich source of experience and informed archive.  
But it will become an archive  
without a new injection of passion and anger. 
* 
PTC is not stagnant and the movement has to keep  
moving and shaping and changing lives.  
 
–Feedback from PTC participants at the Connecting Stories event 
 
 
  
    
165 
 
  
Figure 23. Photo. Conversations in the labyrinth. 
 
  
Figure 24. Photo. Encountering one another in the labyrinth. 
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Stories  Don’t  Sit  Still  
 
And so, with everything else bagged up and boxed away, chairs dragged and stacked, on that 
bright May day, we tear down the tents. Elaine and I work quietly, run dry of conversation 
from the past two days. My body nags me about how hectic it has been.  
 
WHY ARE WE TEARING THEM UP? 
  
At a practical level, there’s nowhere to keep them. For the past week, we’ve been shuffling 
them between meeting space and offices – we’ve laughed at me peering out from inside the 
tents as I crab-walk them through corridors – upturning office tables stacking chairs on 
desks to lock them away overnight. This, too, is political – I’ve already spoken about the 
challenges of finding and heating suitable spaces when working in a shared office and 
community building. And this creating-curating group, as we have come to be known, has 
given up so much extra time for this, on the basis of it being short-term; organising 
exhibitions is not what they signed up for.   
 
The tent frames stand empty, exhausted, silent. We tear apart the cloak-like garment of 
printed text.  
  
They can’t be stored well, or even packed away. This translucent paper will retain the 
memory of being folded and crushed; it cannot pretend to be new again. Even after two days 
of this exhibition there is a restlessness to these stories; the tracing paper they are printed 
on trying to warp and curl in the exposure to light and heat, creating small ruptures and 
gaps. Ephemeral material leads to ephemeral art; some pieces are not meant for solidity, 
for permanence.  
 
As I tear, the printed texts come apart not at the old joins along the straight lines, but in 
different ways, words from one piece ripping apart and re-attaching themselves to another 
piece, creating different readings, new resonances I had not seen before. We save some of 
these newly created, jagged-edged sections, setting them to one side. It reminds me of the 
process of putting the tents up, stories that I was familiar with catching me again when placed 
in juxtaposition.  
  
Something inside me tugs at this suggestion that more people could have seen them, that 
there could have been more reach, more impact. But no, ‘reach’ and ‘impact’ are not the 
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same as connection, as change. And tearing up this warping paper is not the same as 
destroying these stories, these encounters. The stories are recorded, stored; photographs 
detail the exhibition. But more than that…these vantage points are ephemeral, transient, 
dynamic; stories are shared from the ongoing everyday realities of lives in flux. The 
exhibition was made for this space, for this time, performed in and through the creative, 
interpretive capacities of these women, of this community. Yes, it could happen again, in 
another space and time, but not as a replica or repeat, rather as a re-making, a re-creating.  
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6.    Poetic  Interventions  in  Cultures  of  Disbelief  and  Judgement  
 
 
In this chapter, I explore the possibilities of disrupting cultures of disbelief and judgement 
through poetic interventions that hold open spaces for a plurality of particular everyday 
experiences. In the first section, I argue that many of the stories heard in this research have 
identified what I am terming ‘cultures of disbelief and judgement’, in which people’s 
experiences of poverty, dis/ability, and seeking refuge are routinely treated with suspicion 
and judgement. Drawing on the collaborative research with PTC alongside wider academic 
discussion, I demonstrate the impact of these cultures on people’s access to material 
resources and on how their particular experiences are heard in public spaces. Secondly, I 
reflect on artistic-activist practices that engage lived experiences of marginalisation in ways 
that draw attention to injustices and offer counter-spaces open to multiple lived experiences, 
inviting listeners into positions of collaboration rather than judgement. I discuss Liz Crow’s 
2015 mass-sculptural performance Figures, which aimed to intervene in austerity in the UK, 
before focusing on the Connecting Stories project with PTC. Thirdly, I turn to the work of 
Michel de Certeau to consider the relationship between poetic practices in the everyday and 
cultural transformation. Finally, I consider three features of ‘poetic interventions’ as 
disrupting and transforming cultures of disbelief and judgement.  
 
Cultures  of  Disbelief  and  Judgement    
 
Throughout PTC’s work, themes such as ‘stigma’ and ‘dignity and stories’ sit alongside 
topics such as welfare cuts and assessments, asylum and refuge, and benefits sanctions. In 
Names not Numbers, the report of the third commission (2014–2016), the commissioners 
note similar experiences across different sites, stating:  
Job Centres, Borders Agency and other public services are too often 
exhausting, distressing and completely lacking in dignity. Targets-driven 
and disbelieving cultures of enforcement and punishment lead to many 
people feeling they have been stripped of their dignity and left with nothing. 
(PTC 2016).  
 
The report goes on to state the need to ‘change cultures’, changing from ‘enforcement, 
punishment and suspicion to assistance, support and belief’ articulating that, as well as 
public services, ‘all of us’ need to consider the values and approaches we take in responding 
to those with experiences of poverty (PTC 2016). This recognises that there are socio-
cultural factors at work in how those listening may hear and respond to others’ experiences, 
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both in specific sites such as Jobcentres and Border Agencies, and also in public and political 
contexts where such testimonies may be shared.  
 
 I suggest that much of what has been shared and documented in the process of this 
research is participants’ articulation of cultures in which their lived experiences and the 
ability to ‘speak credibly’ about their lived experiences are met with disbelief and 
judgement. Here, I draw on three particular examples to explore these cultures of disbelief 
and judgement: welfare cuts and assessments; refugee experiences; and testimonial spaces. 
These examples illustrate where cultures of disbelief and judgement impact access to 
material resources, and also how these cultures shape how people’s experiences are heard in 
public spaces. In other words, this highlights the material and discursive nature of austerity 
politics in the UK, and necessarily, also activism under austerity (Emejulu and Bassel, 2015). 
 
By referring to cultures in the plural, I aim to be responsive to where multiple, 
shifting discourses overlap, often reinforcing one another: discourses around immigration, 
race, colonialism, welfare, dis/ability, class, and gender. As I noted in chapter two, 
oppression and marginalisation occur in multiple, overlapping axes, resulting in specific 
experiences for different people in facing structural injustices. Discussing these concerns in 
relation to each other enables a view of how specific forms of oppression result from the 
intersections of these different axes, allowing understandings of the particularity of a 
person’s experiences, whilst also recognising similarities with others.  
     
Welfare  Cuts  and  Assessments  
 
Over the past decade, successive UK governments have enacted austerity policies that have 
implemented ‘the deepest and most precipitate cuts ever made in social provision’ (Taylor-
Gooby 2013, viii). These cuts have disproportionately impacted BME women, white 
women, and people with dis/abilities (Alston 2018; Women’s Budget Group and 
Runnymede Trust 2017). Here I focus specifically on the austerity cuts to disability benefits 
through changes in assessment to the out of work benefit for people with impairments and 
ill-health (Employment Support Allowance), and to the benefits that support people with 
impairments and/or health conditions to meet the additional costs in mobility and daily living 
(Personal Independence Payments). Dis/ability theorists who are critical of the impact of 
these assessments on people with impairments and illness argue that these assessments have 
functioned as a way of redrawing and ultimately shrinking the ‘disability’ category so that 
disability benefits can only be accessed by a newly-defined ‘truly disabled’ group of people 
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(Grover and Soldatic 2013, 217; Garthwaite 2014; Roulstone 2015). These cuts have been 
accompanied by a political and media rhetoric that enforces a binary between those who are 
considered ‘genuinely disabled’ and those who are said to be ‘faking it’; part of the ‘skivers 
vs strivers’ narrative surrounding welfare cuts (Jensen 2014; Briant, Watson and Philo 2013; 
Quarmby 2011).  
 
 The use of mechanistic, functional criteria in the assessments to determine a person’s 
status as ‘disabled’ assumes that ‘disability’ is a concrete, predictable, stable category that 
can function as a catch-all term for incredibly diverse conditions and impairments 
(Roulstone 2015, 675; Stone 1984; Crow 2014b, 174). Evidence from claimants who have 
undergone these assessments indicates that claimants’ experiences of their own capabilities, 
bodies, and lives are dismissed in the face of ‘objective’ observations by an assessor 
(People’s Review of the Work Capability Assessment 2012; Roulstone 2015; Griffiths and 
Patterson 2014; Grover and Piggot 2013). For example, the ESA assessments involve an 
interview about the claimant’s daily life and an assessment that measures the functional 
capability of claimants – such as, their ability to pick a pound coin off a table or lift their 
arms above a certain height. Yet, when claimants report pain levels to the assessor these are 
often not recognised; those who refuse to attempt a task due to pain are considered to be 
‘uncompliant’ and fail the assessment, in other words, they are found ‘fit for work’. Thus, 
those with more ‘complex, hard-to-quantify impairments (chronic, fluctuating and life-
limiting conditions), struggle to fit these mechanistic criteria’ (Crow 2014b, 174). In this 
way, the assessments set up a rigid category of ‘disability’ that fails to recognise the 
complexities of embodied lived experiences.  
 
 In the previous chapter, I noted the story of a PTC commissioner who felt that their 
assessment had the ‘starting point of assuming the disabled person is faking it or lying’, and 
they noted that ‘the government doesn’t understand what the life of a disabled person can 
entail’. This is echoed in the testimony of another PTC commissioner, Jane. Having attended 
the initial Connecting Stories workshop, Jane was keen to participate further but unable to 
do so due to ongoing health concerns. However, she had previously recorded a story with 
PTC about her experiences of a disability assessment, and – with her permission – we used 
this as a way to include her experiences in this research.  
 
In relating her experiences of a ‘humiliating’ disability assessment, Jane describes 
her chronic, fluctuating condition: ‘one day I can be OK, and then the next my feet are too 
sore to walk, and I feel so unwell I have to get helped home’. This is not something that 
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other people notice: ‘people look at the face, but they don’t always see the pain inside’. Jane 
relates taking x-rays of her spine along to the assessment, but the assessor stated: ‘I don’t 
need to look at that’, at which point Jane pointed out to the assessor her damaged vertebrae 
on the x-ray. Ultimately, Jane was found ‘fit for work’:  
In the letter there’s nothing about the x-rays I brought in, nothing about my 
back at all. It said I was sitting quite comfortably during the interview, that 
I didn’t look in pain…What fully got me was it said, “she was a very smartly 
groomed lady”. That really hurt me. I’d got that jacket out of a charity shop 
and felt good in it…And she was judging me for being smart. 
 
This highlights the assumptions made about dis/ability, and people with dis/abilities. Liz 
Crow argues that political and public discourses shape perceptions of ‘disability’, creating a 
‘picture in the mind’ for assessors and the public of what it is to be ‘disabled’ (2014b, 174). 
In the absence of ‘identifiable’ impairments, ‘disability’ is unrecognisable to neighbours and 
assessors (Crow 2014b), meaning those with impairments are often ‘scared to be seen 
managing to get about’ – or to look smartly groomed – ‘as if this is somehow a criminal 
activity, proving we were cheats all along’ (Cross 2013, 722). As Crow summarises: ‘it’s a 
system that is entwined with that public/private divide, judging a group of people on their 
public presentation and therefore failing to meet their needs’ (Burke and Crow, 2017, 9).  
 
Refugee  Experiences    
 
As part of a ‘hostile environment’ toward migrants and refugees in the UK, those seeking 
refuge are met by what commentators term a ‘culture of disbelief’ in which it is assumed 
that refugees are lying about their status of being refugees until they are able to prove 
otherwise (Jeffers 2008, 218; 2012, 18; Sigona 2014, 374; Gibson 2013). The UK asylum 
system is premised on this basis, that people claiming refuge are not ‘true refugees’ and are 
deemed ‘asylum seekers’ until the government can determine whether they ‘deserve’ to have 
refugee rights and protections extended to them. The ‘proof’ largely rests on the person’s 
ability to perform an ‘authentic’ and ‘believable’ narrative of persecution and/or forced 
departure. This narrative is scrutinised to assess the coherence and plausibility of the account 
and assessments are carried out; for example, in comparing accounts of torture or sexual 
violence to medical examinations (Sigona 2014, 374), or through ‘forensic listening’ that 
aims to determine the geographic origin of a person’s language and accent (Marschall 2017; 
Language and National Origin Group 2004). As ‘asylum seekers are treated as suspect 
group, the conditions of hearing are structured around a lack of belief in their credibility’, 
meaning that these ‘conditions of hearing such testimonial speech within this culture of 
disbelief are suspicious at best, if not hostile’ (Gibson 2013, 8, 5).  
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 Responding to this pervasive ‘culture of disbelief’ and rising anti-immigration and 
racist attitudes in the UK, many charities and humanitarian campaigns attempt to intervene 
through circulating narratives of refugee trauma and victimhood (Jeffers 2008, 219; Sigona 
2014, 372). Paradoxically, this approach attempts to address refugee treatment ‘by situating 
their appeals within the language of the law which they nevertheless contest’ (Tyler 2006, 
196). This reinforces notions of deserving/undeserving immigrants, and of a consistent, 
standardised ‘refugee experience’ rather than drawing attention to the variety of political 
circumstances which give rise to a plurality of diverse refugee voices and experiences 
(Sigona 2014). Narratives of victimhood are also problematic in their denial of the critical 
capacities of refugees, resulting in framing refugees as ‘dependant’ rather than equal partners 
in practices of political solidarity (Sigona 2014, 372; Jeffers 2008, 220).   
 
 The previous chapter detailed sections of Victoire’s story, including her experience 
of telling border agencies of her claim to refugee status: ‘I opened my heart, told them the 
whole story. They told me everything I said was a lie’. In her story, and in what she shared 
in the planning of Connecting Stories, Victoire described the impact on her physical and 
mental health due to this denial of her story, of being placed in a detention centre, and going 
through the asylum system. Furthermore, during PTC’s fourth round, commissioners 
testified to experiences of seeking asylum, encountering poverty, racism, housing issues, 
and deteriorating mental health in the process. In this commission, and the ‘Denial of 
Dignity’ event, it was recognised that many of these stories could not be shared in public by 
those in the asylum system as this may negatively impact the outcome of their cases. This 
raises questions about prioritising face-to-face practices of sharing stories, highlighting 
where this may be damaging or unhelpful for those sharing their experiences; I explore this 
further in the next chapter.  
 
Testimonial  Spaces  
 
Cultures of disbelief and judgement impact how stories are heard when people share their 
experiences at public events or with policy makers. I noted above how political and media 
rhetoric shape public perceptions of being ‘truly disabled’, ‘the deserving poor’, or a ‘real 
refugee’. An activist with ATD Fourth World discussed these media messages, stating:  
we’re just examples of the millions of people in poverty out there, who walk 
past papers like the Daily Mail and see words like feckless parents or feral 
children, scroungers, skivers, and you think “that’s me they are talking 
about, that hurts, how dare they”. But they dare, because we’re poor, and we 
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don’t have the voice of the media behind us. So they can get away with 
calling us what they like. (ATD, 22) 
 
She went on to give an example of speaking at a public event where a man told her that she 
could not be living in poverty because her shoes were polished, and she wore silver rings 
(ATD, 26). She commented:  
that anticipation that we should wear sackcloth and ashes and rags and have 
dirty faces stained with tears and that proves we’re in poverty. We don’t 
give up our dignity to anybody. We carry our dignity and everybody we feel 
we represent, we carry theirs with us too, and we don’t allow other people 
to take that away from us. (ATD, 27) 
 
Similar to appearing ‘smartly groomed’ at a disability assessment, public perceptions of 
poverty can result in a person’s experiences being denied and disbelieved because they are 
judged not to conform to the image of what a ‘poor person’ should look like.  
 
 PTC commissioners also gave examples of situations in which those in power did 
not always ‘listen well’ to commissioners lived experiences, even when aiming to be 
sympathetic or supportive. In chapter four, I noted the example of a testifying commissioner 
being told ‘I’ve heard that story before’ when sharing their experiences, indicating where 
those with power and privilege can treat people’s experiences simply as information for their 
own academic or policy research. Additionally, commissioners discussed sharing their 
experiences of benefits assessments, being sanctioned, or school uniform grants and being 
met with responses that ‘there must be a mistake in the system’ or not having applied for the 
‘right’ grants, alongside suggestions of information and support services. Testifying 
commissioners explained that sometimes those in positions of power made suggestions 
along the lines of ‘budgeting skills’ or ‘cookery classes’, suggestions stemming from the 
assumption that people are in poverty because they lack skills or mismanage money, rather 
that due to broader structural inequalities. In these situations, they might be gently reminded 
that they are not there to ‘fix’ people. These indicate that the position of ‘listening’ can be 
dangerously aligned with notions of judging the experiences being shared. Such positions 
fail to recognise the everyday creativity of grassroots communities in surviving, struggling-
against, and speaking out about these experiences.  
 
 These examples demonstrate where practices of sharing lived experiences need to 
address existing dynamics of power and privilege, otherwise inequalities and assumptions 
can be reinforced. Disability theologian Sharon Betcher identifies the ‘politics of 
compassion’ in which the responsibility and desire to help is conceived of as the power to 
judge, fix, and cure others, particularly ‘disabled and colonised others’ (2007, 108). Such 
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seemingly ‘benevolent’ acts typically judge others’ situations and needs ‘without having to 
encounter their own implication in the social patterns that assign the problem to these others’ 
(2007, 107, quoting Razak 1998, 138). Betcher suggests the need to ‘theologize redemption 
without emplotting the redemptive encounter as the remediation of defect, remediation that 
hides the power to judge’ (2007, 110).  
 
Similarly, trauma theorists discuss where the responses of the listener can serve to 
further stigmatise or silence those sharing their experiences. What can look like compassion 
or empathy can be a defensive action causing a listener to avoid fully engaging with a witness 
and their experiences (Laub 1992; Caruth 2016). Rosanne Kennedy and Tikka Jan Wilson 
(2003) critique where trauma theory, informed by the psychoanalytic relationship between 
‘patient and analyst’, locates the witness in the subject position of ‘passive victim’ and the 
reader as ‘knowledgeable expert’ who analyses the testimony for signs of trauma. They 
argue that whilst this approach has been ‘effective for accessing the testimonial insights of 
aesthetic texts’, it is less useful for approaching ‘voices often excluded from the Western 
category of “literature”’, such as testimonies from the Stolen Generations of Aboriginal 
people (2003, 121, 125). Kennedy and Wilson consider that these testimonies need to be 
read as making political claims and actively intervening into power relations between the 
narrator and the listener/reader, challenging ‘the reader to imagine herself in the ethically 
and politically complex position of the bystander or potential collaborator’, a much more 
‘compromising and unsettling’ position (2003, 129, italics added). Such a position requires 
the listener/reader to consider their own positions in these ongoing cultures of judgement 
and disbelief, and recognise the narrator’s resistant, embodied everyday knowledges.  
 
Summary  
 
Drawing on the stories shared in this research, I have indicated the operation of cultures of 
disbelief and judgement in areas of disability benefits, the asylum system, and testimonial 
spaces. Further examples of cultures of disbelief and judgement include the exemption to 
the two-child tax credit limit, which came into force in April 2017. This sees child tax credits 
– a top-up benefit – limited to the first two children in a family, known as the ‘family cap’, 
with exemptions to this including children conceived as a result of rape or coercion, known 
as the ‘rape clause’. In applying for this exemption, women are required to fill in an eight-
page form, including a declaration from a third-party professional who will judge the 
consistency of the claimant’s account, and therefore whether they are entitled to financial 
support. Accessed by 190 women in the year since it was introduced (Bulman 2018), the 
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‘rape clause’ puts women under pressure to provide an account of this violence or coercion 
in a situation not of their choosing and in a culture that regularly blames and stigmatises 
survivors. Despite analysis showing working tax credits being accessed primarily by those 
in work (Policy in Practice 2017), the political rhetoric surrounding the two-child limit and 
rape clause has focused on claims – such as those made by Theresa May – that ‘people who 
are on benefits should have to decide whether they can afford more children, just as people 
in work have to make such a decision’ (Parliamentary debate 26th April 2017, Hansard 
Volume 624). The rape clause demonstrates an overlap between cultures of ‘anti-welfare 
commonsense’ stigmatising those who are seen to ‘rely’ on benefits to raise their children 
(Jensen and Tyler 2015), and patriarchal cultures that perpetuate myths of women being to 
blame for sexual assault (Roeder 2015; Alcoff and Gray 1993).  
 
 Additionally, in the wake of the Grenfell Tower fire in June 2017, the ‘disconnect 
between poverty and wealth and bodies of power and powerlessness was thrown into sharp 
relief’ when it emerged that the Grenfell Action Group had made the Kensington and 
Chelsea Council aware of the dangerous living conditions in the building in November 2016, 
with residents feeling that their ‘concerns were not listened to’ nor acted upon (Shildrick 
2018, 792). Concerns about these power discrepancies have continued into the inquiry into 
the fire, with residents feeling that the location and format of the inquiry have served to make 
people feel intimidated and unimportant, especially when there are significant delays in 
residents being rehoused (Shildrick 2018).  
 
 These examples highlight where cultures of disbelief and judgement determine both 
access to socio-economic resources – safety, money, food, shelter – and also discursive 
assumptions about who counts as a ‘credible witness’ with valid experiences. In this way, 
material and discursive elements shape one another, offering a reminder of Rivera’s 
argument that ‘social myths and stories may seem abstract and immaterial, but they 
constitute bodies as much as the material elements that nourish or poison their flesh’ (2013, 
54). However, this also highlights the challenges of sharing lived experiences as a basis for 
change, demonstrating that narratives are often demanded from people in situations where 
they are treated with suspicion and judgement – whether at Border Agencies, in Jobcentres 
and disability assessments, or at public events. In this way, practices that aim to be 
transformative of inequality and oppression need to disrupt these cultures of disbelief and 
judgement, questioning the assumptions at the root of these cultures and working to create 
cultures of support and trust.  
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Art-­Activism  Creative  Practices  and  Lived  Experiences    
 
This section explores artistic-activist practices that shape spaces open to multiple lived 
experiences and invite listeners into positions of collaboration rather than judgement. I focus 
first on Liz Crow’s Figures (2015). Crow’s work is relevant here as her creative practices, 
including academic publications, have contributed to the dis/ability movement’s critique of 
the impact of austerity on people with dis/abilities, as noted above. Furthermore, Crow’s 
work served as an inspiration for the Connecting Stories project as we discussed this work 
and its impact in the planning group. I then move to discuss Connecting Stories, the 
collaborative project with PTC. 
 
Figures  
 
In March 2015, Liz Crow began Figures by excavating mud from the banks of the River 
Avon in Bristol. Using this clay, she sculpted 650 figures over eleven days and nights on the 
foreshore of central London, moving with the Thames’ tides. The figures represented people 
impacted by austerity, with 650 being the number of constituencies in the UK represented at 
Westminster. The figures were toured in a mobile exhibition in the days preceding the 2015 
General Election, and, on the eve of the election, the figures were returned to the Bristol 
foreshore, raised into a cairn and burned through the night, until the incoming tide doused 
the flames. During the making and firing stages, 650 stories from people experiencing 
poverty were read out. The stories were short fragments describing a range of experiences 
surrounding austerity; for example, the impact of benefits cuts, the bedroom tax, and 
sanctions. The burnt figures were then gathered and ground to dust, and on the state opening 
of parliament, these ashes were scattered back into the waters.  
 
 Aiming to ‘make visible the human cost of austerity’ and urge action against it, the 
piece integrated various material, narrative, and performance elements.13 Crow argues that 
‘where Figures takes place through the clay and landscape, the narratives and the reading 
aloud, the performance and conversations, people can connect to its ideas through that range 
of media and activity’ (Crow and Zaiontz 2016, 11). As with Crow’s other performance 
pieces such as Bedding Out (2012–2013), conversations with the public were a central part 
of the performance, from a small group of men sleeping rough on the foreshore, to well-
                                                                                                                
13  Images, text, and audio from Figures are available at http://wearefigures.co.uk. Accessed 26th January 
2019.  
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dressed city workers and local shopkeepers, and Crow notes that her presence in making the 
figures drew people in (Crow and Zaiontz 2016, 8; Burke and Crow 2017). Whilst these 
conversations were hoped for, they could not be scripted, resulting in an open-ended 
performance: ‘what exactly was “accomplished” by Figures would be determined by the 
multiple and unexpected ways that people interacted with it as it unfolded’ (McRuer 2018, 
202).  
 
 Integral to Figures is the creation of tension between the universal and specific nature 
of the figures, narratives, and performance. The simple sculptured figures, which bear 
similarity to those in Anthony Gormley’s Field, were intended as the ‘everyperson’ as Crow 
notes there were not ‘readable’ signs of gender, ethnicity, or impairment (Crow and Zaiontz 
2016, 10). Crow explains that in choosing the 650 stories to read out she wanted to have a 
broad range of experiences so that it was 
possible to take those stories to anybody and have them find some link to 
themselves. Even if they aren’t directly affected by austerity, they should be 
able to find some level of representation of their own experience. It’s 
another way to open as many doors as possible for people to approach the 
subject. (Crow and Zaiontz 2016, 10) 
 
Yet, whilst Crow wanted a broad range of experiences in these 650 stories, she also makes 
clear their connection to particular individuals. She states: ‘each individual figure is rooted 
in a specific narrative taken from traceable stories in the public domain’ (Crow and Zaiontz 
2016, 10). During the exhibition stage recorded responses also indicate visitor’s ‘readings’ 
of specific experiences into the clay figures; for example, one person wrote about a specific 
figure reminding them of their grandmother, for whom they were a carer, and their concerns 
about the impact of austerity on receiving carer’s allowance (McRuer 2018, 204). These 
specific experiences – whether those read out loud, those documented by the public, or 
those in the many conversations – enabled Figures to serve as a record of the ‘cumulative 
impact of austerity, not so much in statistical terms, but through flesh and blood’, a 
memorial of ‘events already in progress’ whilst also attempting to ‘arrest that process’ 
(Crow and Zaiontz 2016, 11).  
 
 Navigating the presentation of lived experiences of austerity in Figures was crucial 
to the piece, especially due to media and political stigma highlighted above. Keen to offer 
counter-images and counter-narratives to the labelling of disabled people as ‘scroungers’ 
and ‘frauds’, Crow recognised the need to challenge certain other cultural narratives such 
as those of ‘disabled person as victim’ (2014b, 170). Discussing Crow’s work, Lucy Burke 
explains:  
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The circulation of tragic stories such as that of former solider David Clapson 
who died, alone and hungry from diabetic ketoacidosis, having had his 
benefits stopped entirely for missing two Jobcentre appointments is 
evidence of the impact of sanctions upon people who are already in a 
structurally vulnerable position (The Guardian 03/08/14). However, these 
stories necessarily foreground individual tragedy, victimhood and despair to 
make this point rather than fundamentally challenge the neoliberal 
ideological framework that produces people with additional needs as a drain 
on limited resources, deserving (i.e. tragic) or undeserving and so on. (Burke 
and Crow 2017, 62) 
 
 In contrast, Crow suggests constructing different images to question those of ‘fraud’ or 
‘victim’, such as those of ‘ordinary disabled people’ – images that reflect dignity and worth. 
Images of communities campaigning and protesting against austerity show ‘skills and 
strategies amassed, abiding compassion, organisation and resilience’ alongside 
‘imagination and humour, alliances built, agendas shaped, the bearing of witness and the 
feeding of courage’ (Crow 2014b, 178). For Crow, these images of a community of 
campaigners ‘tell a different story, to question the imperative of conforming to an 
impossible image’ (2014b, 176).  
 
I see in Figures a theological element, particularly in the movement through 
sculpting, firing, and scattering the clay. Making the figures from earth, returning them as 
dust – ‘for dust you are, and to dust you will return’ (Genesis 3.19, NIV) – emphasises the 
fragility of all created life and embodied experience. Yet, the specific experiences 
highlighted throughout Figures indicate where particular political circumstances are creating 
conditions in which certain bodies and lives are being made more precarious, more fragile 
than others. A direct statement emerges through Figures, drawing attention to the particular 
experiences of marginalisation under austerity whilst not reducing those lives to being 
defined by these experiences. McRuer summarises: ‘the beauty of Crow’s 650 figures, to 
me, lies in their haunting abstraction and the ways in which they both represent and can 
never fully represent the lives of those whose stories are included in the performance’ (2018, 
210, italics original). In this way, the piece speaks to the ungraspable excess, the irreducible 
alterity encountered in others. 
 
 Engaging these fragile, unpredictable encounters – through the materials and the 
landscape, the narratives and the conversations – enacts transformation. Crow identifies the 
promise of ‘dwelling space activism’, defining this as ‘a space that supports and nurtures 
change, it’s a space where you practice the change you want to see’ (Crow and Zaiontz 
2016, 9). This requires performing ‘the values that you’re working toward even as you work 
    
179 
towards them’ (Crow and Zaiontz 2016, 9). However, Crow recognises the ambivalent 
nature of ‘dwelling space activism’ as whilst offering potential for change, there are huge 
demands placed on individuals in working against oppressive socio-material conditions. 
She notes her realisation that ‘impairment-wise…my own art-activism places me outside 
the dwelling space because the extreme demands it makes upon me’ and she reflects that 
this is ‘a paradox I’ve yet to resolve’ (Crow and Zaiontz 2016, 9).  
 
Connecting  Stories    
 
Connecting Stories – as referring to the planning group, the creative workshops, and the 
exhibition – reflected much of PTC’s values and practices in sharing stories for social 
change. In part this was because, as I noted in chapter four, it was important to others in the 
planning group that the project impacted on academic modes of research by learning from 
and with commissioners and their approaches to grassroots activism. Furthermore, as a 
collaborative project, it reflected the connections between collaboration and creative arts-
based research approaches, emphasising that the ‘deep listening’ and respect between 
research collaborators is what facilitates the development of artistic pieces (Brearley and 
Hamm 2009).  
 
  Vital to PTC’s work is cultivating spaces for people to share their everyday lived 
experiences. In particular, the cups of tea at the beginning of sessions, the ‘icebreakers’, and 
the welcomes that invite people to share how they are feeling; these all create an informal, 
relational setting. I witnessed the importance of this in sessions such as the ‘Mutual 
Mentoring’ scheme, where those in positions of power were inducted into this way of 
working, but also in ‘Wednesday workshops’ and commission lunches where people were 
already familiar with one another and with PTC’s work. These practices set out a way of 
encountering and being together that is continued through the rest of the session. In the 
previous chapter, I indicated where Kitty and Victoire shared their current experiences in 
these elements of the planning meetings; whether in struggling with health or in stating ‘my 
joy is coming back to me’. These practices that set the tone for the sessions are easily 
overlooked, they can be thought of as mundane, too obvious, or not the ‘point’ of meeting 
together and sharing stories. However, as will be explored below, it is these often-overlooked 
practices that are crucial for transforming cultures; in this case, shaping spaces in which 
people’s stories are heard and treated with respect.  
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 Beginning with everyday lived experiences enables a focus on the complexity of 
commissioners’ experiences. Over a cup of tea at the beginning of one of the Connecting 
Stories sessions, Mary shared her recent issues with a broken washing machine; it was 
simply what had been happening in her life rather than a response to a particular exercise or 
question. I asked her to return to this story when we were making pieces for the exhibition. 
She scribbled down some words into sparse beats, the economical language lacking a 
narrative ‘I’ in her telling. I transferred these words to pages of a creative piece, echoing the 
simplicity of the words in black and white:  
  
Crohn’s Disease & Osteoporosis – 2 Hot Washes A Day  
Eats Up My Electric   
Washing Machine Broke 
In tears after phoning social fund  
Treated Disrespectfully 
Not seen to Count as Disabled  
Told to try hand washing  
Cannot due to arthritis  
MSP helped to fight case on medical grounds 
  New Machine!  
 
  
Figure 25. Photo. Broken Washing Machine. 
 
 
    
181 
 Although I do not want to betray the powerful simplicity of her words, I suggest the 
story is a fragment of theological praxis ‘in its own right’ that is at once ordinary, disruptive, 
and disclosive – as so many stories of the everyday are. Resonating with Isasi-Díaz’s 
example of the woman at the bus stop highlighted in chapter one, Mary’s story invites 
consideration of the complexities, concerns, and choices of everyday life that can easily be 
overlooked as a site of theological and political reflection. As Isasi-Díaz notes, those of us 
with resources overlook events such as a broken washing machine as a site of theological 
reflection precisely because we ‘often go through the day without having to think much 
about how to feed and pay for doing the laundry’ (Isasi-Diaz 2011, 52, emphasis mine). 
What might it mean to reflect theologically and politically from such a fragment? For me, it 
means acknowledging that although I share experiences of ‘unseen’ dis/ability with Mary – 
including the reality that such ‘invisible’ health conditions often only become ‘visible’ to 
others at certain moments – I have not had to think too much about the economic aspect of 
managing the impact of chronic illness; for example, food, laundry, or heating. The class 
and educational privileges of becoming a funded researcher enables me to largely manage 
my own time. Mary’s story reflects the overlapping, complex, and fluid nature of embodied 
experiences of chronic conditions: the impact of Crohn’s in needing two hot washes a day, 
and the suggested ‘solution’ of hand-washing being unsuitable due to arthritis. Yet Mary’s 
story is also indicative of how bodies and health are often required to ‘fit’ stable categories, 
as neither condition nor the overlap of the two are seen as ‘disabled enough’ to qualify for 
support. This highlights where interactions between poverty and chronic health conditions 
are often unrecognised by dominant systems, precisely because they are treated as different 
categories. However, the story also reflects Mary’s experience as an activist in taking steps 
to resolve the issue.   
 
 Connecting Stories also reflected PTC’s practices of holding open spaces for a 
plurality of stories and experiences around various aspects of poverty, refusing the notion 
that there is a ‘single story’ of poverty. The exhibition reflected this variety of experiences; 
for example, the ‘story tents’ at the centre of the labyrinth included a range of stories in 
different textual forms, from short fragments of stories like the above, to longer life stories, 
transcripts from performances, poems, and sections from reports, offering a kaleidoscope of 
experiences that cannot be reduced to being ‘about’ mental health, homelessness, asylum, 
kinship care, welfare cuts, or foodbanks. The placement of the stories together, within the 
labyrinth, invited a way of reading these stories with and through one another. Together, the 
stories formed a substantial, if temporary and moveable, place of shelter or meeting together 
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in the form of the tents. As such, the format sought to reflect not only the content of people’s 
experiences, but the ways of meeting and being together as a movement. 
 
 Furthermore, when focusing on a particular issue – for example, welfare cuts and 
assessments – the plurality of experiences of commissioners is held together, showing both 
the impact on a range of different people, and also where this community is listening to and 
supporting one another. In discussing the process of making the piece Fear of the Brown 
Envelope, I noted where the creating-curating group talked about their different experiences 
around benefits assessments, naming the similar emotions that became stitched to the 
envelopes around fear, panic, shamed, dread. Yet the inserts of the piece held different 
experiences shared by the group, indicating where experiences of benefits assessments were 
different; for example, someone who has become injured and their impairment means they 
can no longer work has a different experience than someone who is a carer for their elderly 
parent. The piece aimed to hold together points of connection and also differences in 
experience, reflecting the creative and collaborative sharing taking place in the group. In 
being made from the everyday object of brown envelopes, the piece provided a point of 
connection that would be familiar to most people whilst also consistently highlighting the 
particularity of experiences around welfare cuts and assessments. In this way, the 
significance of the piece resides in its materiality, in making with and re-making the 
everyday object; recognising the fear and dread this object symbolises for so many people, 
yet also gesturing to where shared action as a community can be transformative.  
 
  
Figure 26. Photo. Fear of the Brown Envelope insert. 
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 The Connecting Stories exhibition encouraged interaction and collaboration from 
those walking the labyrinth, enabling participants to trace their own threads of meaning. In 
the previous chapter I noted the labyrinth as a space where people could adapt and improvise 
their own paths: going alone or in pairs; stopping to sit and chat with others; choosing to 
read as much as possible on the tents or not reading at all. The feedback booklets provided 
the opportunity for the audience to ‘“talk-back” to the representations’ (Sinding, Gray, and 
Nisker 2008, 463), and I have noted some of these responses in the previous chapter to 
indicate participants’ interpretations and the connections formed between different elements 
of the exhibition. One of these short comments from a testifying commissioner indicated 
their reading of the design of the labyrinth or maze as illustrating ‘the difficulties of coming 
out of poverty’ and connected this with one of the stories that appeared on the tents: ‘coming 
out of homelessness is like trying to climb Ben Nevis in your flip flops’. As this reading of 
the labyrinth as being like ‘coming out of poverty’ was not one the creating-curating group 
had intended or considered, this highlights the strategies of meaning-making in interpreting 
the physical element of the installation through their own experience and others’ stories.  
 
 
Figure 27. Photo. Multiple ways of interacting. 
 
 This indicates the importance of creating ‘open-ended’ pieces that can evoke 
multiple meanings, and also shaping spaces that welcome multiple ways of relating to and 
interacting with the pieces. In seeing how people responded to the exhibition, I recognised 
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that by having a collaborative creating-curating group, we had also shaped a space in which 
there were multiple ‘routes’ in to the pieces; some viewers preferred to focus on reading 
texts, others on looking at photographs, and yet others on the physical elements of interacting 
with the labyrinth and opening/closing artists books. Some people wanted to talk to others 
and give their feedback verbally; others preferred to reflect through the booklets. In this way, 
Connecting Stories reflected Goto’s comments that artistic methods invite both ‘makers’ and 
‘viewers’ to be present to a wider range of embodied ways of knowing and to ‘enter into, 
stay with and feel what they know’, ‘much of which is ineffable’ (2016b, 86). In the feedback 
session, Sandra reflected on how the exhibition had created a space that brought out deeper 
conversations with others, as she had ended up speaking with another person about death, 
dying, and grief, a conversation she felt she would not normally have had. On hearing this, 
Shirley and Mary commented that the exhibition, much like the workshops, couldn’t be ‘too 
planned’, precisely because it was about hosting a space in which people were encountering 
and responding to the stories and one another.  
 
 However, I noted a difference in the interactions with the exhibition between the first 
and second days. On the first day we welcomed people who had been commissioners, who 
were already familiar with the context of PTC’s ways of working. People warmly greeted 
those they knew and were introduced to those they did not, and everyone met together for 
lunch and discussion in the midst of the installation. Over lunch, people were asked to 
comment on their impressions of the exhibition, and most responded with a sense of the 
creativity of the community, and a sense of hope. There were tears that day, but also a lot of 
laughter and energy, thoughtfulness, companionship, and solidarity. The second day, we 
welcomed people from the local community, funders, members of the Scottish Government, 
and some friends and colleagues. These visitors were less aware of PTC’s work, and often 
needed a brief introduction in order to set the scene. The room was overwhelmingly quiet; 
those who had arrived in pairs walked the labyrinth alone. I saw many people moved to tears 
and wondered whether – even though we had attempted to convey these relationships –
without the context of the laughter and interactions, the exhibition was overwhelming for 
others to view. This raises questions about the challenges of creating spaces in which viewers 
can be addressed as potential collaborators in the political claims of those sharing their 
experiences. These issues are reflected on in the next chapter.  
 
  
Michel  de  Certeau  and  Cultural  Transformation    
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So far in this thesis, I have been advocating for a poetic practical theology as a process of 
making with and through everyday lived experiences, gesturing toward where this enacts 
and risks transformation. I have begun to indicate where artistic-activist practices interrupt 
dominant cultures of judgement and disbelief by creating spaces for multiple lived 
experiences, inviting listeners or viewers into positions of collaboration. In order to further 
examine where such practices may be transformative, I return to de Certeau’s discussions of 
everyday cultural practices that I introduced briefly in chapter two, as his work has been 
influential in theology, spirituality studies, and cultural studies for understanding how those 
with limited power create change.14 Additionally, de Certeau’s work is relevant as he 
explores how others’ voices can be incorporated into understandings of culture without 
reducing the otherness and excess of such voices.  
 
 In The Practice of Everyday Life (1988), de Certeau discusses everyday cultural 
practices – such as cooking, walking, or reading – that are unrecognised by certain analytic 
approaches but are fundamental to how culture is made and adapted. As these practices do 
not conform to predetermined social structures, they are difficult to apprehend as they ‘trace 
“indeterminate trajectories”’ that ‘circulate, come and go, overflow and drift over an 
imposed terrain, like the snowy waves of the sea slipping in among the rocks and defiles of 
an established order’ (1988, 34). ‘Institutional frameworks’ theoretically govern these 
waters, but de Certeau argues they ‘tell us virtually nothing about the currents in the sea’ 
and are in fact being gradually eroded and displaced by the currents of these everyday 
practices (1988, 34).  
 
 In order to make a discussion of these everyday practices possible, de Certeau 
‘resorts’ to a discussion of ‘strategies’ and ‘tactics’ (1988, 35). Strategies are linked to 
structures of power (Sheldrake 2012, 211), relying on a ‘delimited place’ of their own in 
order to manage targeted actions on those that are ‘exterior’; for example, businesses and 
their customers or scientific institutions and their research objects (1988, 36). The 
delimitation of space makes possible ‘mastery through sight’ in which ‘the eye can transform 
foreign forces into objects’ that can be observed, measured, and controlled (de Certeau 1988, 
36). In contrast, tactics have no such place of their own but operate in ‘environments defined 
by other people’s strategies’ (Sheldrake 2012, 211). Due to this, tactics make the most of 
                                                                                                                
14 Michel de Certeau’s work has discussed in practical theology in Heather Walton (2019, 2014), Ted Smith 
(2012), Claire Wolfteich (2012), and in Goto (2018) through discussions of cultural critic Rey Chow. In 
spirituality studies and theology, Philip Sheldrake (2012) and Graham Ward (2000, 2001, 2011) have offered 
significant contributions on de Certeau’s work.  
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opportunities, ‘poaching’ and ‘surprising’ by making use of the ‘cracks’ and ‘chance 
offerings’ that appear in systems of power (de Certeau 1988, 37).  
 
 In taking examples of everyday practices of walking, cooking, and reading, de 
Certeau portrays tactics as a poetic making. As I noted in chapter two, this poetic making 
involves a combining of heterogeneous elements, making the most of what is at hand. His 
interest is predominantly in the activity of making – rather than the elements used – as this 
displays the skills, tricks, and wisdom inherent in creative bricolage (1988, 35). This 
character of everyday practices exhibits the intelligence and inventiveness of those in the 
midst of ‘everyday struggles and pleasures’ (1988, xx), a point resonant with Isasi-Diaz’s 
sense of lo cotidiano. Through these everyday poetic practices, ordinary people are enabled 
to make ‘innumerable and infinitesimal transformations of and within the dominant cultural 
economy in order to adapt it to their own interests and their own rules’ (1988 xiii-xiv).  
 
  Although de Certeau’s articulation of tactics is often used to discuss resistance in 
consumer culture, two further sections in The Practice of Everyday Life enable a complex 
and compelling insight into everyday practices. Firstly, describing the view of New York 
from above, de Certeau compares the ‘voyeurs’ and ‘walkers’ of the city. The voyeurs, 
perched on the summits of a city’s skyscraper, are lifted out of the city’s grasp in the ‘erotic 
knowledge’ of seeing the whole of the city (1988, 92). This totalising, panoptic vision offers 
strategic knowledge of the city, arresting vision in a ‘wave of verticals’ (1988, 91). Below, 
the city walkers, the ‘ordinary practitioners of the city’, make their own use of the city 
passages and thoroughfares in an intimate yet unseeing knowledge, adapting multiple paths 
that shape ‘unrecognised poems’ (1988, 93). Shifting between images of ‘city’ and ‘text’, de 
Certeau articulates: ‘the networks of these moving, intersecting writings compose a manifold 
story that has neither author nor spectator, shaped out of fragments of trajectories and 
alterations of spaces: in relation to representations, it remains daily and indefinitely other’ 
(1988, 93). These city walkers go unrecognised by those above as the ‘certain strangeness’ 
of the everyday does not ‘surface’ in the voyeur’s totalising vision (1988, 93). City walkers 
elude the grasp of city planners, and these everyday ways of operating result in an ‘enormous 
“remainder” that drowns’ attempts at measuring and calculating culture: ‘an ebb and flow of 
muffled voices on the architects’ blueprints in their advanced stages of drafting’ (de Certeau 
1977, 133–4). Existing in the ‘delimited spaces’ defined by institutional power, these 
everyday practices murmur their uncontainable excesses in these spaces: ‘a migrational, or 
metaphorical city thus slips into the clear text of the planned and readable city’ (1988, 93, 
italics original). 
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 Secondly, de Certeau discusses the ‘scriptural economy’, a term indicating the way 
Western modern disciplines rest on the ability to turn the voices and bodies of others – in all 
their complexity – into clear, precise, and readable texts. As a strategic activity, writing 
requires the delimited space of a blank page ‘where all the ambiguities of the world have 
been exorcised’, and the ‘subject’ is distanced and distinguished from their ‘object’ (1988, 
134). This is conveyed through the image of Robinson Crusoe dominating an isolated island, 
particularly in the practice of writing a diary, ‘a space in which he can master time and 
things’ (138). Yet, on Crusoe’s island the footprint on the shore is a marking of the body on 
the text, an interruption and haunting by an ‘absent other’ (154–5). For de Certeau, the 
footprint is an image of the body’s resistance to total assimilation in the scriptural economy, 
an escaped ‘cry’ of ‘deviation or ecstasy’, and with it the ‘body’s difference’ (147–9). In a 
tactical manner, this ‘mark alters a place’ but does not establish a delimited place of its own 
(155). As Eduardo Alonso comments, this cry is ‘a sign that our conscription into the 
strategies which structure our daily lives is never without remainder’ (2017, 382). Here, de 
Certeau’s understanding of the transformative nature of the everyday emerges in these 
gestures toward that which cannot be contained, as he indicates that he seeks to ‘hear the 
fragile ways’ of the body, of what is ‘not remade by the order of scriptural instrumentality’ 
(1988, 131, 150).  
 
 Frequently, de Certeau defines these cries as those from the ‘objects’ of modern 
disciplines of ethnology, psychiatry, pedagogy, politics, and historiography that try to state 
their interpretation and mastery of the ‘voice of the people’: ‘of savage, religious, insane, 
childlike, or popular speech’ (159). Relevant to my discussion in this chapter is de Certeau’s 
critique of ‘the science of fables’, a way of presenting this ‘popular’ voice in authorised 
language in which this ‘other’ produces a meaningful voice yet they do not know the 
meaning of what they say (160). This is de Certeau’s critique of Bourdieu’s ‘ethnological 
operations’, the notion that the cultures and subjects studied exhibit a ‘cleverness that does 
not recognise itself as such’, that everyday practitioners cannot recognise the meaning in 
what they are doing and thus theorists are required to interpret (55). This echoes what I noted 
above in the cultures of disbelief and judgement: the sense that those in positions of power 
understand the meaning of another person’s everyday experiences better that the person 
sharing.  
 
 Although this form of incorporating the ‘voice of the other’ is a strategic, institutional 
method, a tactical inventiveness can ‘borrow’ from this method of quotation. In quoting the 
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other’s voices, tactical writing is ‘insinuating the ordinary into established scientific fields’ 
and thus ‘change[s] analytic procedures’ by ‘returning them to their limits’ (Morris 1990, 
34). In Alonso’s view, de Certeau models this tactical approach to popular voices in his 
writing by allowing ‘diverse voices to emerge in all their ambiguity through the substantial 
quotation of primary sources without attempting to resolve contradictions or heal conflicts, 
resulting in intellectual works that can confess their own limitations’ (2017, 385). This is the 
‘metamethodology’ traceable in de Certeau’s diverse writings, a dedication to ‘encouraging 
heterogeneity and allowing alterity to proliferate’ (Highmore 2006, 8). However, de 
Certeau’s lists of those ‘others’ that have been excluded from the production of discourse 
and now question the limits of that discourse – lists that point to the gendered, racialised, 
colonised ‘others’ of history – indicate where de Certeau has taken on a ‘unifying myth of 
common otherness’, which functions as the smudged footprint in his own writing (Morris 
1900, 36).  
 
 These discussions of the city walkers and the scriptural economy indicate that the 
relationship between everyday practices and transformation is, for de Certeau, complex, 
poetic, and ambivalent. He locates his discussion in examples of everyday practices such as 
cooking, walking, reading, and speaking; yet he also gestures toward the strangeness, the 
cries, the unreadability, the remainder in these ways of operating, the excess that is not 
immediate to or contained within these named practices. There is the danger of mistaking in 
de Certeau’s work an advocation for specific practices as a ‘privileged site of resistance’ – 
what de Certeau himself critiqued as a kind of ‘hagiographic everydayness’ (1988, 5) –
resulting in identifying transformation as undertaking specific ‘counter-cultural’ everyday 
activities (McNay 1996, 70). In this way, de Certeau’s work does not resolve the tensions 
between the need to translate fleeting everyday practices of resistance into particular political 
forms and the need to maintain an openness to the other; instead, it ‘traces out, in an 
impassioned, evocative and elusive manner, the shifting and often occluded boundaries 
between the actual and the potential’ (McNay 1996, 79).  
 
 This is a particular concern within theological readings that tend to reduce the 
complexity and ambivalence of de Certeau’s work to a single meaning, that of resistance to 
consumer culture. Examining discussions of tactics in the work of Stanley Hauerwas, Luke 
Bretherton, Vincent Miller, and William Cavanaugh, Alonso argues that each of these 
theologians appraises tactics, whether positively or negatively, for the ability to fund 
Christian resistance to consumer culture (2017, 392). Alonso considers that these readings 
are themselves ‘strategic’ as they reduce the subtleties and evasions in de Certeau’s work in 
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order to identify or explain tactics (2017, 392). Furthermore, such readings rest on the 
assumption that the ‘central task of theology’ is to ‘respond, resist, or reshape’ consumer 
culture, a product of what was discussed in chapter two as the ‘boundaries and divisions’ in 
modern theology that denies the possibilities of God’s activity in the world and in 
contemporary culture (Alonso 2017, 392; Walton 2018). Contrary to this, de Certeau’s work 
offers the reminder that our theological models often fail to see ‘the resistance […] just as 
we fail to understand life in the particular, because our untrained (or perhaps too trained) 
eyes cannot perceive its hidden ferment in the everyday and also, crucially, because it cuts 
its fabric from the same stuff the system is woven out of’ (Walton 2014, 182). Thus, whilst 
everyday poetic tactics may offer ‘a kind of resistance’, ‘it is not a resistance we seek, 
identify, or create. It is rather a resistance that exists in the gaps, losses, and excesses that 
resist the full containment of the power apparatus (scriptural, theoretical, cultural), whatever 
our intentions’ (Alonso 2017, 382, italics original). In this, Alonso argues that tactics are 
‘cries of hope’ that gesture toward the ‘incompleteness of strategic operations, and their 
inability to reduce human experiences into strategic structures’ (2017, 382).  
 
 Thus, where de Certeau’s work gestures toward transformation is in this remainder, 
the cry, this uncontainable excess that cannot be assimilated into structures of power. This 
is not to advocate for a withdrawal or passivity but rather recognises that all activity takes 
place within the ambivalence of the world, of an everyday ‘scattered with marvels’, working 
from the glimpses afforded by walking the city street (Alonso 2017, 394; Highmore 2006, 
152). Sheldrake argues that de Certeau’s discussion of everyday tactics ‘is not a disinterested 
observation but articulates an ethical imperative’ that is ‘implicitly religious’ in that ‘The 
Practice of Everyday Life does not merely note the existence of “other voices” but seeks to 
make space for them to be heard’ (Sheldrake 2012, 211–2). Similarly, in considering de 
Certeau’s policy work as cut from the same epistemological and ethical cloth as his wider 
work, Highmore sees this ethical imperative as being ‘dedicated to fashioning spaces more 
hospitable to the voices of others’ and ‘is completely committed to siding with the 
unmanageability of the ordinary and the radical heterogeneity of the multitude’ (2006, 152). 
In this way, rather than using de Certeau’s writings as a framework for identifying particular 
practices as ‘tactics’ and therefore as offering ‘resistance’, my interest here is in engaging 
de Certeau in order to reflect on how certain practices can tactically make space for other 
voices to be heard in all their unmanageability and excess.  
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Poetic  Interventions  
 
The sharing of lived experience stories – as may be practised by activists, artists, journalists, 
or practical theologians – takes place within these cultures of disbelief and judgement. As I 
noted above, even when aiming to address these cultures by sharing lived experience stories, 
this can reinforce the listener or reader as being in a position to ‘judge’ this story, a judgement 
often based on whether it conforms to social narratives and images of what it is to be ‘truly 
disabled’, in poverty, seeking refuge, or a survivor of sexual violence. In this way, it is crucial 
to reflect on how such practices are entangled in the material and discursive aspects of 
cultures of disbelief and judgement, even as they aim to address socio-economic inequality. 
Here, I draw on the above discussions to suggest features of ‘poetic interventions’ that can 
interrupt and reshape cultures of judgement and disbelief in the practices of sharing lived 
experience stories. In the first chapter, I noted the possibilities of creative practices – 
including theology – that express lived experiences of oppression as enacting ‘cultural 
interventions’ (Chopp 2011, 68) or ‘performative interventions’ (Rivera 2011, 220) that can 
reshape the broader operating norms of society. The features I articulate here can be 
expressed through creative practices in political processes and practical theology, activism 
and academia, whether through performance, poetry, and song, visual art and installations, 
protest actions, liturgy, or theory.  
 
 Firstly, poetic interventions disrupt cultures of disbelief and judgement by 
foregrounding the everyday meaning-making practices of those struggling against injustice. 
Throughout this thesis, I have been arguing for attention to where theological and public 
discourses have discounted certain ways of knowing as legitimate and valid. Against these 
exclusions, I have turned to theories and practices that emphasise the critical, interpretive 
frameworks of grassroots communities as inseparable from their daily lives. In de Certeau’s 
emphasis, totalising visions cannot recognise the inventiveness of the everyday in which 
‘ordinary practitioners’ poetic activity makes and re-makes meaning and culture. Isasi-Díaz’s 
articulation of lo cotidiano highlighted the stories of the everyday as demonstrating 
grassroots communities’ ways of knowing, as well as the content of their knowledge.  
 
 Examples of this focus on meaning-making were demonstrated in the collaborative 
processes of Connecting Stories, highlighting how activist and academic practices could be 
situated in the meaning-making processes and everyday experiences of the commissioners. 
Furthermore, the exhibition itself encouraged viewers to make meaning through connecting 
the various elements of the exhibition; in facilitating conversations within the installation; 
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and through the feedback booklets. Similarly, Crow’s Figures foregrounded practices of 
meaning-making in relation to everyday experiences by seeking to hold open multiple doors 
for people to approach the subject through the different narratives, and by encouraging public 
engagement in conversations and responses to the touring exhibition.  
 
 Through this attentiveness to the meaning-making capacities in the everyday, poetic 
interventions call into question where cultures of disbelief and judgement deny that those 
sharing their stories are credible witnesses. By attesting to communities in which people work 
together to shape and create meanings – in activism and art, in caring for others, in sharing 
stories – these poetic interventions disrupt where cultures of disbelief and judgement portray 
particular individuals and communities as lacking the skills and wisdom to discern and shape 
the meaning of their experiences. Focusing on this meaning-making portrays those sharing 
their experiences as tactically engaging in activism, aware of the political and cultural 
significance of both their experiences and their actions in sharing their stories. Additionally, 
foregrounding activities of meaning-making highlights where those listening to others’ 
stories are also engaged in the process of constructing meaning, influenced by these wider 
cultural images of ‘disabled others’, ‘poor others’, ‘refugee others’. I suggest the need for 
creative practices that enable those listening to be more attentive to where they are taking 
positions of judgement, or the more unsettling and active position of ‘potential collaborators’ 
(Kennedy and Wilson 2003, 129, italics added). In attesting to these creative, interpretive 
capacities, poetic interventions ‘put on trial’ the very ‘procedures and power’ by which these 
cultures of disbelief and judgement operate (Chopp 2001, 61). 
 
 However, I also want to suggest that in disrupting cultures of disbelief and judgement, 
poetic interventions recognise where such meanings cannot be made ‘fully present’ to us, but 
exist in the gaps, silences, and losses. Throughout this thesis, I have gestured to where 
experiences cannot be easily voiced and narrated, made easy for us to ‘handle’. Above, I 
noted de Certeau’s sense of the gaps, the cry, the excess or remainder that signals the 
resistance of others’ voices and bodies from being incorporated structures of power – 
including in his own analysis. In drawing on Glissant’s poetics, Rivera articulated a 
responsiveness to ‘loss and opacity, interruption and silence’ recognising that ‘not-knowing’ 
is not an excuse for indifference, but that we can ‘sense’ what we do not know through poetic 
practices (2015, 2).  
 
 In the previous chapter, I note where commissioners felt it was impossible to voice 
their thoughts and experiences – ‘some days it is just too hard, some days the words don’t 
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come’. I have, at points in this thesis, aimed to hold space for these silences, the massive 
unanswerable questions that are both overwhelming and part of everyday reality; perhaps, 
though, with less success given the need for demonstration, argument, analysis in a doctoral 
thesis. In an exhibition full of words and stories, we also made sure that we marked these 
silences – although somewhat appropriately there is no photography documenting these jars 
with ‘unwritten’ pieces of tracing paper catching the light and creating uncertain shadows. I 
also suggest that Liz Crow’s Figures, whilst proliferating narratives and conversations, also 
gestures toward the fragmented and uncontainable through the performance of sculpting, 
firing, and scattering; evocative and powerful actions that resist assimilation into an 
overarching narrative. 
 
 A second feature of poetic interventions is in holding open a space for the plurality 
and particularity of voices and experiences. These disrupt where cultures of disbelief and 
judgement offer limited, stereotyped images of what it is to be ‘poor’, ‘disabled’, or a 
‘refugee’, rather than recognising where complex interactions of different aspects of people’s 
embodied lives and political situations result in multiple different experiences. In chapter 
two, I discussed where practical theologies can recuperate the disruptive and revelatory 
nature of lived experiences through abstraction into categories and containers, thus ignoring 
the political circumstances in which certain bodies become ‘more fragile’ or ‘more 
vulnerable’ than others. Similarly, de Certeau critiques the way analytic theories are ‘attuned 
to the abstracted generality’ (Walton 2014, 182). As noted above, in de Certeau’s work, 
making space for plural and particular other voices – in all their ambivalence and excess – 
appears as a spiritual, ethical practice. These multiple, specific experiences refuse the 
framing of lived experiences as being representations of general categories or as requiring 
‘translation’ into the dominant discourse (Chopp 2007b, 157–8). This ‘plurality and 
particularity’ refers to both the range of experiences and stories within a community such as 
PTC, and also to the relationality and complexity of any individual’s experiences. This 
recognises bodies as being complex, dynamic, and multivalent – ‘holding together pain and 
joy, failure and hope’ – rather than seeing the ‘undeniable effects of patterns of social 
discrimination’ that result in pain and difficultly being reducible to ‘expressions of 
victimhood or fatalism’ (Rivera 2011, 218). The creative transformation of these experiences 
is not in resolving the complexity and tensions, but in addressing where social structures 
create systems of inequality that stifle and harm particular groups and individuals.  
 
 In discussing Figures, I highlighted where the piece provided a platform for multiple, 
different, and particular experiences of austerity. Central to the piece was the engagement 
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with the invited, yet numerous and unpredictable, conversations with the public as they 
unfolded. I also highlighted Crow’s articulation of putting forward the image of the activist 
community in order to challenge public perceptions of ‘disabled person as victim’, and this 
community contains multiple voices, experiences, skills, and relationships. Connecting 
Stories held together the different experiences of commissioners in their planning, creating, 
and curating of the project, alongside the many specific stories arising from commissioners’ 
everyday experiences, such as those of Jane and Mary included in this chapter. Additionally, 
the previous chapter held open a space for multiple voices from those in the curating-creating 
group to other commissioners and those interacting with the exhibition, aiming to keep alive 
the contradictions and ambivalences in these experiences.  
 
  Finally, poetic interventions are performative and ongoing, constantly being re-
made. Acknowledging this feature disrupts where cultures of disbelief and judgement offer 
closed and final conclusions on people’s complex and messy realities. De Certeau’s 
discussion of tactical activities indicates where these practices adapt and reinvent based on 
what is available – the ‘making do’ of bricolage – in which the gains of these ‘perishable’ 
practices cannot be stored or kept  (de Certeau 1988, 37; de Certeau, Girard, and Mayol 1998, 
xvii) . As Sheldrake notes, de Certeau’s emphasis on tactics ‘becomes itself almost a mystical 
sign’, suggestive of spiritual activities that are ongoing and ‘inherently refuse to “capture” or 
“state” a definitive arrival or conclusion to the journey in quest of the divine’ (2012, 214). 
From a different perspective, Rivera articulates a performative sense of transformation as 
already underway in the most common material elements of everyday life, emphasising that 
poetic intervention ‘complicates and implicates the divine in these corporeal processes’ 
(2011, 222). Echoing de Certeau’s recognition of the marvels in everyday life, Rivera states 
that redemption ‘takes place in transient, finite events of our lives and in the midst of the 
ambiguities and potentialities of our social relations’ (2011, 218). For Rivera, such disruption 
unsettles existing structures, opening spaces for new possibilities and relationships yet 
recognises that ‘redemption is never accomplished once and for all’ (2011, 218). 
 
 This performative, ongoing aspect of poetic interventions is highlighted in Crow’s 
performance of ‘dwelling space activism’, which involves modelling the values and desired 
change; for example, in being a space of conversation and treating others with dignity. 
Furthermore, the movement through excavating, sculpting, firing, and scattering indicated 
this ongoing nature of making and re-making, suggestive of a refusal to settle, and of ongoing 
engagement with the vibrant, agential materials, narratives, landscapes, and persons involved 
in the performance. In a similar way, PTC and Connecting Stories model a space in which 
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those who are sharing their experiences are trusted, treated with dignity and belief. In moving 
through four commission rounds and additional work beyond this, PTC has sought to widen 
the conversation, mindful of the dangers of presenting a homogenous community rather than 
one welcoming of a variety of experiences. In this way, this research has aimed to reflect the 
shifting, fragile, and ongoing nature of engaging with lived experiences, which I critically 
assess in the next chapter.  
 
Concluding  
 
In this chapter I have drawn on participants’ articulations of their experiences of cultures of 
disbelief and judgement, and the harms caused by the denial of complex, embodied 
experiences that hold together joy, pain, creativity, and vulnerabilities. Such denials impact 
access to support services and physical safety, to housing, food, and clothing for individuals 
and families, access to participating in local communities and in wider political processes. 
Engaging the work of de Certeau, alongside Crow’s Figures and Connecting Stories, I have 
indicated where these cultures may be disrupted and transformed by performative, ongoing, 
and creative practices that foreground meaning-making and hold open spaces for plural, 
particular voices. 
 
  In denoting these cultures of disbelief and judgement, I suggest that practices of 
sharing lived experiences in activism and in practical theology are not separate to these 
cultures but are shaped by them. Creative practices of sharing stories take place in media 
res, in the midst of cultures that influence who and what we consider to be credible witnesses 
and reliable evidence. Rivera notes, ‘we arrive too late. The Other has already been 
repeatedly encountered, named, and represented, and so have we’ (2007, 102). Existing 
images of what it is to be ‘disabled’, ‘experiencing poverty’, ‘a real refugee’ influence how 
we hear others – even if we ourselves share similar aspects of these experiences – and our 
actions to counteract such images may result in perpetuating notions of who is ‘deserving’ 
or notions of ‘victimhood’. Yet, this is not the end; such systems are not as closed and final 
as they may claim. As de Certeau articulates, there is a cry or remainder that escapes 
conscription into these totalising systems. There is the potential for interrupting ongoing 
cultures of disbelief and judgement by enabling spaces for multiple voices to be heard in all 
their ambivalence and excess, returning such systems to their limits. It is therefore crucial to 
assess where the activist and practical theological practices of sharing experiences engaged 
in this research are caught in this dynamic of potentially both reinforcing and disrupting 
cultures of judgement and disbelief, which I discuss in the next chapter.  
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7.    Concluding,  Interrupting,  Transforming  
 
 
This final chapter draws together this thesis through a series of concluding, interrupting, and 
transforming moves, reflecting on where taking a poetic approach of passionate ambivalence 
shapes an understanding of the transformative possibilities enacted in sharing lived 
experiences. Firstly, I address poetic attention to and intervention in power relations by 
discussing three practices of sharing lived experiences: ‘face-to-face’ sharing; research 
collaboration; and reflexivity. Secondly, I consider where this poetic approach responds to 
the ongoing, shifting, and fragile nature of lived experiences, shaping the kinds of 
theological and political claims made when engaging people’s stories. Finally, I turn to 
discussions of transformation in practical theology, suggesting that this poetic approach 
surfaces transformations in the everyday.  
 
 I have been arguing for practical theology as a passionate, ambivalent process of 
making, suggesting that such an approach shapes and is shaped by encounters with texts, 
materials, and people in the process of research. Precisely because I have taken this 
approach, it is crucial to consider how these processes have been enacted in this research, 
otherwise these claims become rigid and immobile. Furthermore, practical theology is 
invested in ongoing reflection on the nature of our practices, including research practices, 
requiring attention to what is ‘disclosed’ and what is ‘foreclosed’ when enacting particular 
practices (Graham 1996).  
 
 This approach has required adopting different ‘registers’ in different chapters; taking 
a more discursive, analytic style in some whilst engaging more poetically in others. This 
reflects that some knowledges are to be evoked rather than explained, apprehended through 
senses, emotions, desires, and imaginations. The challenge, then, is in drawing together the 
argument I have progressed through these different styles, offering conclusions without 
flattening the troubling, disclosive nature of lived experiences. For this, I stage three 
‘interruptions’ to this chapter, written in more poetic and reflexive styles that address what 
cannot be easily conveyed through an analytic mode: embodied reflexivity through chronic 
illness and pain; the fragility of theological making with others’ experiences; and 
encountering the sacred in creative acts of making. In this way, these enact what I have been 
grappling with throughout this thesis: that the poetic disruptions of lived experience are both 
‘not-easily’ and ‘all-too-easily’ incorporated within our practical theological work; yet being 
alert to such tensions can give rise to shaping alternative corporeal, imaginative, and spiritual 
creative practices.  
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Practices  of  Sharing  and  Listening  to  Lived  Experiences    
 
In taking a poetic approach of passionate ambivalence in this thesis, I have emphasised the 
deeply relational nature of knowledge-making and enacting transformation. These relations 
are not innocent, but are enmeshed in power dynamics, influenced by the way socio-political 
norms shape and are shaped by our embodied practices. Our encounters with others through 
sharing and listening to lived experience stories are entangled in this complex, embodied 
relationality. Yet, it is in and through these complex social-material relations – in and 
through words, bodies, everyday encounters – that transformation takes place. In drawing 
on Rivera’s poetics, I have suggested that vital to these poetic practices is addressing the 
impact of power dynamics on our attempts to know, engage, and transform the world. As 
such, I reflect here on where particular practices of sharing lived experiences are not only 
entangled in existing complex relations, but also contain the possibilities of tracing and 
transforming such relations. For this, I address three practices of sharing lived experiences 
that have been explored and enacted in this research: firstly, ‘face-to-face’ sharing; secondly, 
collaborative research practices; and thirdly reflexivity, specifically – by way of an 
‘interruption’ – embodied reflexivity through chronic illness and pain. 
 
 
  
Figure 28. Photo. A willingness to listen. 
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‘Face-­to-­Face’  Sharing  
 
Collaborating with PTC in this research has highlighted ‘face-to-face’ sharing as vital to 
their way of sharing lived experience stories, whether in the full commission meetings, 
commission lunches, Mutual Mentoring schemes, or working groups focused on issues such 
as food poverty. In chapter four, I emphasised where participants in the first cycle of research 
noted the importance of the relational and collaborative nature of sharing stories. Sharing 
and listening with others ‘in person’ enables people to put their experiences into wider 
contexts, emphasising that there is no ‘single story’ of poverty. However, in chapters four 
and six I also noted some of the challenges involved in this relationality, such as judging 
others against inherited social norms and images surrounding experiences of, for example, 
poverty, dis/ability, and seeking refuge. These signal the binds of these practices taking place 
within existing unequal power relations, but also the vital work of shaping spaces in which 
people and their stories are treated with dignity, as enacting these values creates changes in 
these relationships whilst also working toward wider transformations.  
 
 PTC’s practices of sharing lived experiences ‘in person’ are crucial to disrupting 
cultures of disbelief and judgement in which people’s experiences are both demanded and 
denied in sites such as Jobcentres and Border Agencies. I have emphasised the importance 
PTC places on shaping face-to-face meetings as spaces where people are welcomed and 
treated with dignity; through icebreakers, cups of tea, and informal conversation. For the 
Connecting Stories exhibition, we asked commissioners who had not been involved in the 
creating-curating group to bring objects that, for them, represented PTC. Using items such 
as teapots, candles, or postcards, several people explained their objects in similar ways, 
noting the value of ‘the relationship building over a coffee and cake, giving space to voices; 
listening and valuing’. The design of the labyrinth in the exhibition reflected this relational 
emphasis in being circles of chairs facing one another much like they are laid out in PTC 
gatherings and meetings, and also in providing spaces for people to meet and sit together 
within the labyrinth. A participant commented on this in the feedback booklets, stating that 
they valued in PTC’s work ‘the power of the circle – equal footing, people with lived 
experience of poverty at the heart, together building a just society with everyone’.  However, 
I have also highlighted where PTC are recognising that face-to-face sharing is not always 
appropriate; for example, in exposing those experiencing trauma and stigma to judgemental 
remarks from others or jeopardising those whose refugee claims are currently being 
reviewed.  
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 One of the challenges in engaging with face-to-face sharing is where disclosing 
personal – and often painful, charged, and jarring – experiences can be disproportionately 
expected from people experiencing marginalisation. In one of the initial PTC workshops, a 
testifying commissioner responded to questions of how accompanying commissioners could 
be ‘better listeners’ by reflecting that it sometimes ‘feels like one side tells stories and the 
other is perfect’ (PTC 13th June). It was felt that an existing power dynamic was being 
reinforced, creating a divide between ‘those who share’ and ‘those who listen’. However, 
aiming to address divides by asking accompanying commissioners to also share at a similarly 
personal level may obscure the power dynamics surrounding who has the resources of power 
and privilege to be ‘heard’. In other words, this can re-centre the emotions and experiences 
of those with power and privilege, rather than maintaining a focus on poverty and 
marginalisation. Thus, although the roles of ‘sharing’ and ‘listening’ should be ‘heuristic 
rather than deterministic’, those who are in positions of power and privilege ‘ought not to 
quickly seize the silence’ (Copeland 1994, 25). Through this research and their own 
reflective work, PTC is working towards ways of encouraging accompanying 
commissioners to connect their everyday experiences to aspects of inequality, without 
obscuring their focus on the knowledge and experiences of testifying commissioners.  
 
 Additionally, face-to-face sharing can sometimes be seen as providing direct, 
immediate access to others, or a place in which ‘ethically pure’ relations can be conducted.  
In chapter three I discussed the concerns around ‘voice’ being seen to provide transparent 
access to a stable, unified self; this applies to situations of face-to-face sharing as much as 
to the construction of texts, particularly as face-to-face settings are situations in which 
others’ voices are quite literally ‘being heard’. As Iris Marion Young explains, in political 
conceptions of community, face-to-face settings are often privileged due to being seen as 
providing immediacy and transparency rather than recognising that such settings are also 
already mediated by voice and gesture, by bodies and by socially shaped assumptions about 
bodies (1990, 234–5). Face-to-face sharing does not carry us to a place ‘outside of’ or 
‘beyond’ the social and political. In critiquing Levinas’s construction of the ‘face-to-face’ 
as the place where obligation arises, Caputo considers that such a purity of ethical relations 
is impossible, and that ethical responsibilities to ‘the other’ occur in the midst of complex 
political realities (1993, 124). As much as we may wish to, we cannot simply ‘take off’ 
socially inherited assumptions that influence how we hear and respond to others. Rather, 
there is the need to reflect on where experiences at the intersections of poverty, gender, 
sexuality, race, ethnicity, and dis/ability are heard and responded to differently within these 
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movements and communities. Furthermore, we can also seek to be receptive to others’ 
words, actions, and experiences in ways that challenge and change harmful worldviews.  
 
These criticisms indicate where face-to-face sharing cannot be used to claim a better, 
more total, or direct knowledge of others. In part, I suggest that this is much of the reshaping 
of power dynamics involved in the face-to-face aspect of PTC’s work: refusing relations in 
which people experiencing poverty are objects of knowledge to be ‘grasped’ by those with 
power and privilege, whether through reading statistics and written evidence or through 
hearing testimonies face-to-face. I noted the statement ‘I’ve heard that story before’ as an 
example of where listening to people’s experiences face-to-face can be seen as a way of 
gathering ‘better data’, and thus where PTC’s work involves shaping spaces in which people 
are encouraged to listen to others not as examples of the ‘story from poverty’ but as people 
in their particularity and complexity. Shaping these material and discursive practices may 
be considered a form of ‘aesthetic action’ in considering how the ‘structure and form of 
events are mobilized toward particular political sensory experiences’ (Robinson and Martin 
2016, 3); for example, whether we view others as witnesses to be judged, or as potential 
collaborators in the tasks of interpretation and political action. From sitting in circles, sharing 
cups of tea, and forming woollen webs, to presenting from a stage, writing collaborative 
creative pieces, and walking a labyrinth together, these creative, aesthetic practices can all 
foreground how particular spaces and events – in being shaped by power relations – privilege 
certain experiences, knowledges, and bodies, and marginalise others; whilst also potentially 
gesturing toward alternative ways of meeting and being with one another. This attention to 
the materiality of meeting together – the locations of meetings, how rooms are arranged, 
welcomes, icebreakers – is crucial to thinking about how power relations are embodied and 
outworked in sharing and listening to lived experience stories.  
 
Collaborative  Research  Practices    
 
In developing a collaborative research practice in the Connecting Stories project, 
commissioners shared their lived experiences both in the planning group, in order to shape 
the project, and also in the creative workshops. Thinking with Kwok and Isasi-Díaz about 
the question of ‘how can a theologian and an intellectual work with grassroots women in the 
community’, I aimed to address where existing power relations shaped the dynamics 
between myself as an ‘academic’ researcher and commissioners as ‘grassroots community’ 
collaborators (Kwok 2011, 35). Collaborative projects are not automatically ‘ethical’ as 
collaboration can be a strategy for incorporating ‘hard to reach’ groups into dominant norms 
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of academic research. Conscious of the negative impact of academic and policy researchers’ 
engagement in marginalised communities, the planning group made clear that they wanted 
my collaboration in Connecting Stories to be precisely as an academic researcher, so that I 
could be learning from and with PTC’s practices of sharing stories in order to inform and 
reshape academic research practices. This means refusing to place myself as an entirely 
‘different kind’ of researcher untouched by typically white, middle class, academic 
priorities. Instead, it requires recognising where my research practices are shaped by these 
active legacies in order for the collaborative encounter to imagine what possible alterative 
futures this research can open up.  
 
 In one of the Connecting Stories workshops we used the exercise of the woollen web 
to foreground what we were learning together from listening to each other’s stories. As I 
highlighted in chapter five, this is a well-known facilitation technique and versions of it are 
frequently used within PTC sessions. In this setting, the women were asked to throw the ball 
of wool to another person, naming something that person had shared in the session and why 
it had resonated with them. This exercise enabled us to reflect on ‘I don’t know what to say’ 
as significant, as a fragment not typically recognised within academic and activist contexts. 
I initially responded to these words by encouraging Sandra to participate – to have something 
to say. As Visweswaran argues, the problem with equating ‘voice’ with ‘agency’ is that 
temporality and silence are assumed to signal a lack of agency, a lack of knowledge (1994, 
51, 68–69). This collaborative exercise enabled us to move away from activist and academic 
emphasis on voice and speaking, and instead toward naming uncertainty, silences, and ‘not-
knowing-what-to-say’ as alternative, resistant ways of engaging, signalling the impossibility 
of neatly translating certain experiences into words to be consumed by others. This proved 
to be a powerful exercise for many in the group, and I encouraged participants to take photos 
of the strands from where they were sitting, noting our different locations in the web.  
 
 However, as these webs of relationality are woven within existing socio-economic 
systems, the collaborators in Connecting Stories were differently positioned within unequal 
power dynamics. As I noted in chapters four and five, the impact of complex situations 
around health, family, study, and work meant that attending workshops for Connecting 
Stories became difficult for some commissioners. Elaine and I were also impacted by these 
issues, but in our positions as a staff member and a funded researcher, we navigated these 
challenges differently to commissioners who were volunteering their time. Sandra reflected 
on caring for her mother in hospital, finding herself wondering: ‘Where’s my web now? 
Where’s my threads, all those connections?’ Her questions raise the need for ongoing 
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reflection on the social, material, and economic factors that influence grassroots 
communities’ engagement in collaborative research.  
 
 Furthermore, throughout this research I have reflected on the dangers of engaging 
lived experiences in collaborative research in order to claim connectivity with others. The 
prevalence of metaphors of webs and spinning for relationality in white feminist theology – 
akin to those in the facilitation exercise above – is indicative of the way the ‘selves of white 
women have been formed by connectivity’ and also by the ‘class prerogative of whiteness’ 
(Thistlethwaite 2009, 90). Overemphasising connectivity obliterates difference; by ignoring 
differences around race, class, religion, sexuality, and dis/ability, white middle-class women 
often claim connectivity with relative ease. I reflected in chapter three through the work of 
Ahmed (2000a) and Visweswaran (1994) that techniques of claiming identification, sharing, 
and connection in order to ‘overcome difference’ ultimately conceal rather than address 
questions of power. However, identification and sharing are powerful social discourses that 
are not straightforwardly overcome. In the previous chapter I noted my tendency to focus on 
shared experiences of chronic illness as a way of relating to commissioners such as Mary 
and Kitty; this offers both problems and possibilities. This way of relating can ignore how 
class, income, and race intersect in the diagnosis, treatment, and management of health, 
however tracing such differences alongside the connections enables the potential for 
developing research practices sensitive to the complexities of power and knowledge in 
working with embodied experiences.  
 
 Although enmeshed in these aspects of wider social and material relations, as a 
collaborative project Connecting Stories opened spaces for engaging testifying 
commissioners’ embodied, creative, relational, everyday forms of knowing. As I have 
argued through drawing on Isasi-Díaz’s work, sharing stories conveys not only descriptions 
of daily life, but also grassroots communities’ ways of knowing, the way they ‘see and 
understand reality’ (1996, 68). Goto identifies her concern that collaborative methods in 
much of practical theology have typically not engaged with these alternative ways of 
knowing, often failing to indicate ‘how scholars are being trained to think like the non-
academic members of the community they are studying’ (2018, 175). In order to address 
this, I employed the initial cycle of research to consider the kinds of approach that would be 
well suited to PTC, and in the planning group we decided on particular creative arts-based 
and discussion methods that would work with and develop testifying commissioners’ 
existing ways of making meaning. Such an approach involved considering ‘how the creative 
arts can serve as a shared space in which questions of meaning can be explored’ (Graham 
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2017a, 110). This embodied, experiential, creative learning enabled ways of entering into 
and staying with knowledge that is difficult to pin down, ‘much of which is ineffable’ (Goto 
2016b, 86).  
 
Much of what I have articulated in this thesis about cultures of disbelief and 
judgement was learned through this creative, embodied collaboration. Through participating 
in and co-creating spaces that cultivate forms of attention to plural and particular voices, I 
was enabled to recognise the significance of these practices, even as I had already come to 
be facilitating such practices. To borrow from Rivera, this was a ‘lending’ of my embodied 
self to this community, to these poetic interventions ‘in order that [I] may be shaped by those 
visions – through words, ceremony, ritual, and practices’ (2015, 148). This collaborative 
research practice has shaped an understanding of my own entanglement in cultures of 
disbelief and judgement, enabling this to also be a still unfolding poetic intervention into 
academic practical theology.  
 
Reflexivity    
 
I have engaged practices of reflexivity to consider how I am shaping and being shaped by 
the research process. Through autoethnographic fragments I have detailed my embodied 
experiences; yet I have also conveyed my ambivalence about this, suggesting a tension 
between reflexively ‘displaying’ these experiences whilst also encountering where the 
realities of such experiences are frequently judged, dismissed, or forgotten, including within 
practical theology. Expectations of reflexivity as a standard in practical theology are 
influenced by existing power dynamics. Goto reflects on the paradoxical nature of 
confessional styles of reflexivity in practical theology which can be problematic for scholars 
of colour as this ‘fulfils white expectations of ethnic availability to be seen and known as 
other’ (2016c, 129). She conveys the contradictions of needing to conform to a reflexive 
practice that is ‘valued and intelligible to those in the center of the field’ but not normative 
within her own Japanese American community, whilst also using this reflexivity to ‘offer 
images that destabilize what is taken for granted so that we might try to take alternative steps 
together’ (129). Furthermore, she notes that although she is expected to write reflexively 
about race, white scholars ‘rarely write confessionally in terms of whiteness’ (129). I do not 
want to appropriate Goto’s discussion of reflexivity and race by simply applying it to other 
forms of oppression and marginalisation, rather I want to signal where her work powerfully 
highlights the ambivalence of reflexivity: it is a practice shaped by ongoing legacies of 
power and privilege whilst also enabling images to be offered that can disrupt such legacies. 
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This indicates where practical theology as a community of practice needs to respond to what 
is shared in reflexive accounts by actively changing marginalising practices, including 
changing where reflexive practices demand an account of oneself that can all too easily be 
consumed by others.  
 
 Where, then, might reflexive accounts of chronic pain and illness destabilise what is 
taken for granted in practical theology? The ‘ambivalence’ of chronic pain and illness directs 
attention to the often ‘taken-for-granted substance of embodiment’ (Graham 1999, 117), 
challenging notions of the stability or wholeness of ‘the body’ in theology (Betcher 2010; 
Creamer 2013). ‘Pain is messy’, reflects theologian Deborah Creamer in discussing her own 
experiences of chronic pain, suggesting such messiness indicates ‘the complexity and 
contested nature of this work’ (2013, 214). Elaine Scarry, in her oft-quoted work, argues that 
pain ‘does not simply resist language but actively destroys it’, requiring acts of the 
imagination to move outside the body in order to communicate pain (1985, 4). However, 
Anzaldúa, Rivera, and Betcher all consider it necessary and possible to work in and through 
the body in pain in order to hold ‘corporeal contours – finitude, limits, transience, and 
mortality, as well as the suffering and pain associated with such – in cultural consciousness’ 
(Betcher 2007, 197; Rivera 2010b, 2011; Anzaldúa 2015; Bost 2005, 2009).15 Making 
theology with and through a body in chronic pain is risky, perhaps tomorrow I will not find 
today’s strategy possible and need to pick a different path. Yet, these others who share from 
their own embodiment – especially experiences of illness and chronic pain – offer a sense of 
companionship and, even if I disagree with their conclusions, offer images and texts that 
enable me to construct some kind of path.16 
 
Interruption:  Embodied  Reflexivity  through  Chronic  Illness  and  Pain    
  
This pain is not new, I have lived with it my entire adult life, but writing about it is. I cannot 
entirely make peace with the pain and its incessant fluctuations, nor with bringing it into 
words. Like others, I do not like to talk about pain and illness. I reconstruct experiences in 
the text, teeth clenched, ears ringing, a feeling like the crunching and grinding of glass 
                                                                                                                
15Betcher discusses the writings of Hildegard and Lucy Greary to argue against Scarry (2007, 195-198). 
However, she also offers the reminder that ‘disability’ cannot be conflated with physical pain, stating that for 
people with disabilities, ‘our bodies, though we may not be and are often not in pain, will not stop confessing 
their transient contours’ (198). Bost responds to Scarry by arguing that the work of Gloria Anzaldúa, Cherie 
Moraga, Ana Castillo, and Frida Kahlo  ‘opens up new perceptions of the relationship between one’s body and 
the world around it and creates new ways of moving through the world’ (2009, 31).    
16As well as those quoted here, I have found the work of Anna Fisk (2014) and Nicola Slee (2004) particularly 
welcome in offering thoughtful and critical engagement with their personal experiences.  
    
204 
somewhere at the limits of my perception. Aspects of my embodied experience are contested 
and widely misunderstood; research into and treatment of ME/CFS is the subject of current 
political and medical debate, with patient activists widely stereotyped as ‘militant’ (Blease 
and Gerarghty 2018). I worry about my body, and words about my body, being judged and 
carried to unintended conclusions.  
 
In chapter two, I drew on different images from Anzaldúa and Oyeyemi of the 
disassembling and reassembling of women’s bodies as part of wider metaphors surrounding 
the agonising, ambivalent task of remaking oneself especially in hostile cultures that expose 
particular bodies to violence and oppression. These images seep into me and, in a long 
sequence of nights with pain like heavy corrugated metal sheets sliding and clashing against 
one another through my hips and limbs, I dream about being dismembered and reassembled; 
reassembled smaller to take up less space in the world. In this reassembling, the sharpest, 
most jarring, and unique parts of myself have been turned outward, so that they may soften, 
blunt, and become malleable through exposure. The dream diffuses but the feeling lingers.  
 
 After these nights, I return to Anzaldúa’s writings, wondering what other images I 
may hold in my mind. Anzaldúa offers a vivid account of the everyday realities of writing 
amidst taking readings of her glucose meter and administering insulin, walking by the edge 
of the sea, editing multiple drafts, washing dishes, binge reading novels through episodes of 
depression, and coming back to the piece months later (2015, 95–117). She reflects on the 
challenges of deciding ‘which chunks of your inner struggle and pain to cannibalize and 
incorporate into the text’ and of ‘mixing a discursive style with a poetic one’ (2015, 103). 
Contemplating her account, I think of what it is to be making theology in and through this 
everyday embodied life, and what it might be to bring this into the text. I wonder if my 
account here has portrayed too much of the public, busy self – interviews, creative 
workshops, exhibitions – and not the private self of the slow days preparing and recovering. 
The many days spent just watching lights play on the dark bedroom ceiling, trying – as a 
method of distraction – to conjure a handful of useful words to write down later. I wonder 
what it would be to make more apparent in the public spaces of practical theology these 
conditions of constructing through this body in pain.  
 
 I consider where practical theologians have written about their everyday lives as an 
aspect of making theology. In days of gardening, reading, teaching, and anxious, sleepless 
nights (Walton 2014), or in the tensions between writing about spirituality amidst children’s 
smelly laundry that ‘piles up faster than we can say the divine office’ (Wolfteich 2010, 252). 
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In James Hopewell’s Congregation: Stories and Structures, we learn that the revision of 
chapter ten coincided with his second hospitalization for cancer (1987, 153). Alongside his 
discussion of the narratives that congregations tell to make sense of their shared experiences, 
Hopewell sets the narratives he and his friends share as they make a ‘mutual quest for 
meaning and love’ during his terminal illness (1987, 57). He writes of his struggle in 
perceiving meaning, between wanting this ‘illness of mine to be resolved by miracle’ then 
rejecting such ‘selective solace’ in favour of a sense of life that ‘contains within itself the 
extraordinary’, stating: ‘I gain a glimpse of its wonder, when, in a communion of love, the 
scales fall from my eyes and I am amazed by the intricacy of the ordinary’ (1987, 64). Yet, 
this shifts again under his suspicion that this ‘lyricizes the dull, given matter of life’ and his 
desire for greater significance: ‘I do not want to be merely intricate; I want also to participate 
in some pattern that transcends the course of my feeble life’ (1987, 64). This struggling, this 
shifting and searching, emerges in ‘the uncertainty of my sickroom’, with the community of 
friends and colleagues telling stories gathered around his hospital bed (1987, 55). 
 
 I am drawn to Hopewell’s descriptions – recognising those waves of meaning that 
roll, break, recede, and erode – but in this I think of another image of bedside conversations, 
that of Liz Crow’s performance piece Bedding Out (2012–2013). I pour over the images of 
Crow lying in bed in a performance space for forty-eight hours at a time, conducting 
conversations with participants, and engaging her own experiences of spending a lot of time 
lying down or working from bed as a way of ‘managing’ activities as an ‘ill person’ (Crow 
and Zaiontz 2016, 4).17 I am drawn to her making apparent these often-concealed elements 
of chronic illness, the fluctuations between being able to do something one day but being 
‘too ill’ the next as simply being the ‘ordinary complexity of life’ (Crow and Zaiontz 2016, 
6). Crow describes in an autoethnographic work the act of lying down in public as a 
‘confrontation’ against social conventions – a simple ‘stretching out my legs, reclining my 
body, resting my head’ at conferences, in pubs, in the street (2014a, 360). ‘To lie down in 
front of others feels so exposed’, Crow reflects, ‘in public, reclined, I have so much body; it 
unfolds and unravels on the horizontal plane, taking up more than its share of space’ (2014a, 
360, italics original). This act of ‘lying down anyhow’ for Crow is not about ‘managing 
shame or the troubled body’ but is about ‘seizing some small courage and breaking rules that 
cry out to be broken. It is about laughing with the results and going back for more. And it’s 
about realizing that, when I push boundaries, others find their courage too’ (2014a, 361). 
                                                                                                                
17 Images from the performances can be viewed on her website. www.roaring-girl.com/work/bedding-out. 
Accessed 6th March 2019.    
    
206 
Crow’s lying down is deeply political, the bedside conversations countering austerity 
narratives of disabled people discussed in the previous chapter (Crow and Zaiontz 2016). 
 
Courage and laughter, and conversations lying down – is this what I envision for 
embodied reflexive practices? Mine is not a bedside or a lying down attended by communal 
conversations; it is too mundane, too uneventful for that. There is no crisis, and I have mostly 
made peace with the quiet.  
 
 Yet, I often find myself daydreaming – as I try to keep myself awkwardly upright 
against seminar tables or library shelves, pushing further into pain and dizziness – what 
would it be to lie down here? Not as a way of managing an unruly body in pain but to let it 
take up space? Taking up space physically in public is also a gendered issue (Young 1980). 
What is it, then, to let this fluctuating, ambivalent body, with its pain and joy and creativity 
and contradiction, take up space in the rooms and texts of practical theology? Are there ways 
to take up space alongside those who have also been excluded from theology, without also 
taking up their space or demanding they mimic or submit to my postures, especially 
recognising where whiteness often demands its own centring and control? There are dangers 
in projecting claims about pain onto others, warns Creamer, arguing that a more interesting 
task lies in considering ‘how we might be present to ourselves and each other in the midst 
of pain, noting both the terror and rupture and the beauty therein’ (2013, 218). I want this 
taking up space, then, to also be a gesture of invitation, a making space with others.  
 
Summary  
 
By focusing on face-to-face sharing, collaborative research, and reflexivity, I have traced 
ways in which these particular practices of sharing lived experiences can potentially 
reinforce, obscure, and disrupt the unequal power relations that influence how experiences 
are heard and recognised. I suggest that these practices of sharing lived experiences are most 
effective when they enable these lived experience stories to actively intervene in relations, 
including the relations that structure the performance of such practices. As I noted in 
chapter three, claims to know how power works are limited and the ‘quest to know fully 
both self and context’ is ‘impossible’ (Rose 1997, 311). This is not a cause for indifference, 
but a recognition that entanglements are poetically ‘sensed’ as much as ‘mapped’; they are 
apprehended in aesthetic, emotive, and embodied ways, as well as intellectually. When 
engaged in this way, such practices embody Chopp’s articulation that transformation is not 
the admission of only certain ‘jarring testimonies’ into dominant theological and social 
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discourses, and instead requires actively intervening to change the very rules, procedures, 
and powers that create and reinforce such exclusions and oppressions (2001, 2007b).  
 
Responding  to  Lives  in  Flux  
  
  
  
Figure 29. Photo. A story doesn't make a person. 
  
Ongoing  and  Fragile  
  
The poetic approach I have taken in this thesis has highlighted the importance of responding 
to people’s ongoing lived experiences, rather than treating people’s experiences as static and 
immutable. In the initial reflective workshops with PTC, commissioners considered the 
unpredictable aspects of embodied, emotional responses in both sharing and listening to 
stories. The commissioners also reflected on the problems of people becoming ‘stuck’ in 
their story; in other words, repeating the same version of events without reflecting on 
changes in their circumstances, including the changes emerging from sharing and listening 
with others at PTC. In chapter four I briefly noted the experiences of a commissioner who 
felt that a policy maker was telling an ‘out-of-date’ story about the challenges facing kinship 
carers, failing to include the activist work that had achieved particular political changes. In 
this way, engaging others’ lived experiences requires consideration of the ongoing and 
shifting personal and political circumstances.  
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 This sense of the ongoing nature of lived experiences was conveyed by 
commissioners in the reflective workshops. In responding to the writing prompt ‘my story 
is…’, one person wrote ‘my story is a reflection in the sea’, an image suggesting movement 
and temporality, a line we picked up on in the Connecting Stories project. Another 
commissioner wrote the following: 
My story is living inside me  
and shows itself all around me in different shapes and forms. 
My story is not sorted, so to speak,  
and sometimes I’m unsure of what it’s all about. 
There are parts of my story that I’ve looked at, 
   dwelled on and got some sense of closure on. 
Some chapters I’ve let go of  
and some I haven’t even looked at  
Sometimes I just feel that it is what it is.  
  
Although the final collaborative text picked up only a couple of lines from each 
commissioner, I am drawn to the whole section created here. These lines reflect a sense of 
the varied nature of lived experiences, being able to find expression and a sense of closure 
for some experiences, whilst also feeling that there are some parts of life that remain 
unexamined. Resonating with the notion that in any encounter there are various elements of 
a person’s life that are made apparent but that other aspects cannot be made present, these 
words offer the reminder that lived experience stories are not monolithic. Gaps and silences 
sit alongside oft-narrated episodes; the rough, jagged edges alongside what has been worn 
smooth. 
 
 These considerations of the ongoing, shifting nature of lived experiences continued 
into Connecting Stories. I noted in chapter five that Kitty’s ongoing health concerns made 
her feel less confident about what she had previously shared with PTC around issues of 
health inequalities. Similarly, Shirley commented in the first workshop that she didn’t want 
to look back on her own story. Conversely, due to being unable to participate in the 
Connecting Stories workshops as a result of chronic health issues, Jane was keen that a 
previously recorded story be included in the exhibition, and in this research. Similarly, other 
commissioners felt proud of the stories they had shared, particularly of some of the longer 
written ‘life stories’, poems, or performance pieces. In the planning group we discussed how 
the changes in someone’s life influenced the dynamics of sharing stories; equally we 
considered where the lack of change in someone’s circumstances can also have an impact, 
noting that the effort of ‘keeping going’ can be exhausting for people experiencing poverty. 
Although this does not negate the critical knowledge that people share in their stories, it does 
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require a sensitivity toward the shifts and changes that occur and the implications for how 
people engage with sharing their experiences. As I suggested in chapter five, these are not 
‘personal histories told in the past tense, but lives in flux’.  
 
 I aimed to develop a research practice responsive to these ongoing, fragile, shifting 
experiences. As addressed in chapter four, I engaged an ‘ongoing conversation’ around 
informed consent, mindful of what Elaine Graham and Dawn Llewellyn describe:  
“consent” is fragile. It is not a one-off, never-to-be-repeated event, but 
should be extended as an ongoing negotiation as the research process 
evolves – sometimes beyond the researcher’s involvement […] We are 
working with people’s anxieties and concerns, their lives and their deaths, 
and all we can hope to do is honour the fragments of the stories we are given 
to curate. (2018, 55)  
 
In this way, the ethical processes of engaging lived experiences also need to be named as 
ongoing and fragile if they are to be responsive to developments in the research and in 
people’s lives. This ongoing negotiation of ‘ethical consent’ in seeking to honour 
participants’ experiences was particularly important during the Connecting Stories project. 
I have been arguing for approaches that value everyday lived experiences, indicating where 
this involved listening to various fragments of conversation; for example, stories about 
washing machines, exclamations about the return of joyfulness, or whispers about not 
knowing what to say. Although participants understand their comments as being part of the 
research, these words may be offered less intentionally than stories that are written or 
narrated in response to prompts in facilitated sessions. Due to this, it is important to carefully 
negotiate the boundaries of what can and cannot be stated within the ‘public’ research text.  
 
 Additionally, I aimed to honour the ongoing nature of people’s lived experiences in 
the processes of making. Alongside the ‘artists’ books’, creative pieces, and the exhibition, 
I engaged creative arts-based forms of ethnographic and autoethnographic writing within 
this thesis, offering the research text itself as a ‘site of aesthetic contemplation’ (Cole and 
McIntyre 2004, 8). Having discussed concerns in chapter three around ‘giving voice’ in ways 
that rendered others as transparent, present, and stable, I noted the possibilities of using 
techniques of temporality, shifting perspectives, and partiality in order to ‘construct voices’. 
By using the vignettes as snapshots, I signalled the limitations on making others ‘appear’ 
through research frames, gesturing toward the ‘voices’ outside the ‘range of hearing’ of the 
researcher; the experiences of others beyond this research encounter that cannot be made to 
‘appear’ here. In sketching multiple vignettes, I also provided a sense of the development of 
ideas, documenting in the creative pieces and the larger exhibition the various encounters 
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and efforts that are part of practices of sharing experiences. Layering the short vignettes, I 
hoped to create a sense of movement, almost like the multiple frames of an animation. Thus, 
in this writing I aimed to reflect the ways meaning-making with and through lived 
experiences is a complex process, with understandings emerging, developing, shifting, and 
being revisited.  
 
 The creative arts-based methods I have engaged here contribute to the emerging 
strand of poetic, literary, creative arts, and performance approaches in practical theology. 
Aware of the challenges of representation in practical theology, I have aimed to incorporate 
‘representations of the community that resist interrogation’ by creating encounters with and 
through creative pieces and texts, allowing ‘the other to be seen and known in a variety of 
ways’ (Goto 2018, 157). As Goto suggests, various creative arts forms can ‘defy 
concretization and domestication, especially if the theorist is sensitive to this’ (Goto 2018, 
157). As well as engaging the ethical responsiveness of creative arts forms, this highlights 
the character of practical theology not as a ‘static resource’ (Walton 2018, 255), but as a 
generative and non-innocent way of responding to the ongoing and fragile nature of people’s 
lived experiences. Although I have pursued this here through a poetic approach, and through 
artists’ books, collaborative installations, and ethnographic writing, I suggest that these 
possibilities present themselves through multiple other creative practices such as literature, 
poetry, music, liturgy, performance, and protest. This emerging strand of creative qualitative 
research in practical theology offers fruitful possibilities for further research, especially in 
connection with sensitivity toward engaging troubling and complex experiences that refuse 
total representation.  
 
Interruption:  Re-­tracing  the  Labyrinth  
  
I met with members of the creating-curating group individually to review with them what I 
have written in this text, drawing to a close these conversations about ethical consent. In 
cafés, art galleries, and university rooms, I invited them to read neatly printed pages 
containing their own words and actions. Given what has emerged about people looking back 
over their own stories, I was aware of how the months since the close of the project may 
have changed their thoughts and feelings about what has been shared, and its place within 
this research. I sensed the nervous hesitation in others and myself, as it is a delicate, exposing 
process: having parts of your life written, having your writing read.  
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 Kitty was still struggling with her health but was excited about taking part in new art 
projects and collaborations. Victoire had just handed in her masters’ thesis, exhausted by it, 
but was thinking about what comes next; she asked me for tips on facilitating group work 
and we laughed a lot about how the project had gone. Sandra reflected on all the new things 
she has done in being part of a global anti-poverty project PTC had provided connections to 
but, truth be told, she was tired from all of this too. Shirley was nervous about what was 
coming next, for herself, for her kids, and for PTC, but she was excited that her eldest son 
was beginning to make plans for his life. As they read, there were laughs and murmurs, and 
‘aye, that sounds like me’, and ‘oh, you really listened to what I was saying’. They were all 
gently surprised by the writing, thinking it would be more formal and less accessible, and 
most of them commented warmly on the tone, welcoming that I had written my own thoughts 
and feelings in.  
 
 As soon as I was in earshot of Mary, walking up to the café where she was waiting 
outside in the August warmth, she told me she had been crying all morning in the PTC offices 
because she was back to having to use foodbanks. Remembering the text included her stating 
that having to use foodbanks was like ‘being in hell’, I fretted about asking her to read over 
the sections, checking she was willing to go ahead, reminding her that we could stop at any 
time. She assured me it was fine, got out her reading glasses, and diligently focused on the 
pages before her. In writing the section ‘Root and Branch’ I reflected on the challenges of 
avoiding sensationalist approaches that focus on having fixed ‘broken’ individuals when 
presenting stories of the social changes brought about through activism. As with the entire 
chapter, I aimed to create an open-ended piece of writing that, when looked back on, would 
not undercut a commissioner’s current situation, whether that situation was positive or 
negative.18 Mary commented ‘this is great! I love it’, and stated ‘look, you’ve got down what 
I said about branches falling away, that things knock you back down again…isn’t that just 
it’. She looked thoughtful, her own words coming back to her. 
 
Of course, it is not only individuals who experience this life in flux, but the 
communities to which they belong. As I have been writing, PTC have been considering their 
future, engaging in reflection and discussion for around a year, alongside continuing 
campaigns. I see photos on social media of ten-year timelines laid out on the floor and 
handwritten post-it notes from community discussion days. Meeting with Elaine, we 
                                                                                                                
18 This point was well made by practitioners with Hot Chocolate who described this as holding the principle 
of an ‘ongoing journey for a person’ in their story-sharing work and their efforts to have a ‘beautiful 
unresolvedness in all these stories’ (Hot Chocolate Interview, 11). 
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squinted at each other in the absurd February sunshine that evoked the brightness of the May 
exhibition, sharing how our diverging projects had evolved from Connecting Stories. She 
reflected on the value of Connecting Stories in enabling engagement with critical issues 
around PTC’s practices, both for those who took part in the planning and creating, and also 
those who attending the exhibition. The discussions about PTC’s future have affirmed a 
commitment to telling people’s stories and engaging in places of influence, creating change 
through current campaigns and new opportunities. However, there was a unanimous feeling 
amongst the PTC community that the commission model is not the right way to take these 
commitments forward for now, particularly as it has become more difficult in the current 
climate for individuals and organisations to engage in eighteen-month long commissions. 
They are also changing their name, moving from ‘commission’ to ‘community’.  
 
This raises provocative questions about presenting research ‘findings’ here just as 
this collaborating community are slowing and reflecting, in order to consider what steps to 
take to ensure that this movement is led by people experiencing poverty. I admire the time 
and space given to these discussions; in the face of apparent success and funding pressures 
it is easy to look for minimal agreement and to continue with existing practices. This future 
unfolds at the pace of listening and learning together. The reminder of this continued 
unfurling of meaning, together, is a gentle gift in the midst of my own sense of pressure like 
a press tightening to preserve, to flatten, to display.  
 
Political  and  Theological  Making  with  Lived  Experiences  
 
What I experienced in the above process of returning writing to commissioners suggests the 
delicate balance involved in political and theological making with and through others’ lived 
experiences. I have been arguing that in encountering others there is much that cannot be 
made present to us – scars and shadows, histories and multiple other encounters (Rivera, 
2007; Young 1997). Drawing on Borges’ image, Rivera suggests seeing others as the ‘garden 
of forking paths’, implying others as shaped by infinite other encounters and relations (2007, 
117). However, this encounter – in the here and now – is finite. We cannot keep holding on 
to others in this encounter, thinking we can map out all possible paths. Collaborations and 
commissions end; exhibitions finish, and the tents must get taken down. Conclusions and a 
sense of closure must be offered in order to honour what has been shared, what meaning has 
been made in the process. However, precisely because of this finite nature of our encounters 
with others, we cannot claim to have fully understood others and thus see no further need 
for listening to and sharing with them. Rather, I want to suggest that precisely because of 
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these provisional, fragile understandings, it is critical to continue building with others more 
just and participative theological and political practices. Responsibility to the fragility and 
temporality of sharing experiences may mean that ‘one-off voicing is replaced by sites and 
skills that facilitate cycles of telling, as local people conduct their own research and activism 
in a more sustainable way’ (Gready 2010, 189). Such an approach resonates with where 
theological engagement in politics in postsecular society is considered not as a stating of 
‘propositional doctrines’ but as a performative praxis ‘based on narrative, imagination, and 
the cultivation of shared spaces of dialogue’ whilst also giving an account of how such 
practices are ‘nurtured by the well-springs of faith’ (Graham 2017a, 122, 150). 
 
 Throughout this work I have presented practices of sharing of stories as a way of 
marginalised groups communicating both their lived experiences and also their ways of 
knowing. However, this is not a stable, reliable process, but is unpredictable and disruptive. 
‘Sharing, moreover, is fragile’, summarises Young in discussing political conceptions of 
community, noting that ‘at the next moment the other person may understand my words 
differently from the way I meant them, or carry my actions to consequences I do not intend’ 
(1990, 231). Recognising subjects as non-unitary, plural, and contradictory – for example, 
in Anzaldúa’s sense of re-making the various fragmented parts of herself – means that we 
cannot assume that because we have previously understood the other’s standpoint, we can 
always do so (Young 1997, 358). For Young, this sense that there are always aspects of the 
other’s perspective that we do not understand should keep us from using our encounters with 
others as a way of claiming that we can take their perspective. Listening and sharing with 
others in commission meetings or in collaborative research can enable shared knowledge to 
emerge, but it cannot allow us to claim that we have completely understood their experiences 
and perspectives on all the complexities of life. Rather, it should keep us open to continuing 
to listen to one another’s specific expressions (Young 1997), advocating for political 
processes shaped by the ‘participation of those who suffer injustice in the institutions, norms 
and practices that affect our lives’ (Isasi-Díaz 2004b, 1).  
 
 One of the questions that we should ask in engaging with others in their particularity, 
then, is ‘what future roles and relationships does this encounter open up?’ In discussing 
Levinasian concepts of the ethical encounter between self and other, Rivera raises questions 
of how the ethical encounter is linked – or not linked – to questions of addressing and 
changing the very injustices and exclusions through which ‘the Other’ comes to be known 
and named as ‘the Other’. Rivera is critical of where in Levinas’s conception of the 
encounter ‘the Other’ disrupts the system but maintains an otherwise ‘passive’ role (2007, 
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155). She comments: ‘in his absolute otherness, Levinas’s Other produces an undeniable 
shock in the totality, but there seems to be no other role for him. Time seems to freeze in the 
primal scene of the face-to-face encounter’ (2007, 72, 155). Thus, although I have been 
describing encounters with others’ lived experiences as disrupting cultures of disbelief and 
judgement, I have also indicated that much of this intervention comes through imagining 
and enacting collaborative theological and political praxis in which those sharing their 
experiences are involved in the ongoing meaning-making from these experiences.  
 
 This fragile, shifting nature of sharing lived experiences also has particular 
implications for the task of practical theology. What I have been articulating as ‘lives in flux’ 
echoes Chris Greenough’s emphasis on Althaus-Reid’s use of ‘living experiences’ in the 
present continuous tense, as opposed to ‘lived experience’ in the past tense (2018, 164). 
Working on theologies emerging from the life stories of ‘non-normative’ Christians, 
Greenough articulates:  
whatever stories we tell, and whatever new theology emerges, the important 
conclusion is that they are fragile and temporal […] The biographies and 
theologies of sexual migrants offered in this book highlight that the changing 
nature of our beliefs, of our stories and of our understanding of God is 
fragile. Yet, this fragility makes our stories more valuable. (172–3) 
 
Greenough’s approach is useful in refusing to re-centre stories and experiences as solid, 
reliable categories in theological reflection. Instead, this approach seeks to escape fixed 
theological systems, embracing instead a fragile, temporal theology. In this way, the kind of 
close attention to embodied lived experiences that I have been arguing for and enacting in 
this thesis is not about focusing on everyday life and experiences as a way of providing more 
precise, accurate information leading to more robust theologies. Rather, I am suggesting that 
this form of attention recognises the fragile, living nature of our theological understandings 
and participates in the re-making of our theological understandings through encountering the 
stories of others.  
 
 Thus, practical theology reflects this ongoing, temporal, fragile nature of the lived 
experiences that are vital to the discipline. I have articulated practical theology as an ongoing 
process of making, and that this is not a neutral activity, but one that must be passionately 
involved in addressing inequalities and injustices, including in its own ambivalent 
representations and as a community of practice. In considering this ongoing, temporal nature 
of practical theology, Terry Veling considers that this is a desire to ‘keep our relationship 
with the world open, so that we are never quite “done” with things; rather, always undoing 
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and redoing them, so that we can keep the “doing” happening, passionate, keen, expectant – 
never satisfied, never quite finished’ (2005, 7). Recognising the ongoing, fragile nature of 
theological reflection is to engage in a ‘theology that is given over to a passion for what 
could yet be, for what is still-in-the-making, in process, not yet, still coming’ (Veling 2005, 
7). In this way, the ongoing, fragile nature of theological making is deeply related to our 
engagement in the world.  
 
Everyday  Transformation    
 
I have claimed throughout this research that practical theology engages in transformative 
practices. Commenting on articulations of the transformative aims and focus of practical 
theology, Wolfteich notes that many practical theologians ‘understand transformation as a 
critical aim of practical theology and even its distinguishing characteristic in the academy’ 
(2009, 136).19 However, Beaudoin and Turpin argue that as ‘one finds almost everywhere 
in practical theology invocations of “transformation” as nearly a default language for the 
aim of practical theology’, the ‘notion must be handled with care’ (2014, 256). They critique 
the emphasis in white theology on transformation as having ‘agency to bring about 
progressively better practice in the future’ as this means that certain ‘seemingly intractable 
problems’ are not acted upon because of this demand for ‘guaranteed productive outcomes 
in our lifetimes’ (256). Beaudoin and Turpin contend that understanding transformation as 
relatively short-term future improvement can contrast with ‘other meaning systems that 
might focus on survival, harmony, balance, or beauty within current reality’ and ‘deflects 
attention in white practical theology from dealing with chronic situations’ (256). These 
meaning systems can emerge from different communities’ historical and contemporary 
experiences; for example, in specific womanist articulations of a focus on ‘survival and 
quality of life’ rather than on ‘liberation’.20 
 
This research has taken place over a turbulent time in UK and world politics. Over 
the last three years, issues of poverty and austerity seem to have been pushed to the 
peripheries of dominant political and public debate in the UK, despite indicators such as the 
rise in foodbank use and increased child poverty levels suggesting that these are everyday 
                                                                                                                
19 Wolfteich quotes from Don Browning’s definition of practical theology as ‘critical reflection on the church’s 
dialogue with Christian sources and other communities of experience and interpretation with the aim of guiding 
its action toward social and individual transformation’ (1991, 36); and from Swinton and Mowat who state that 
‘the focus of the practical theological task is the quest for truth and the development and maintenance of faithful 
and transformative practice in the world’ (2006, 25).  
20For example, Delores Williams’ reading of Hagar narrative in Sisters in the Wilderness (1993), as focused 
on ‘survival and quality of life’, which she contrasts with Elsa Tamez’s (1986) reading focused on ‘liberation’.   
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realities for a growing number of people (Alston 2018; Joseph Rowntree Foundation 2018). 
Universal Credit – a replacement to a number of benefits, paid monthly rather than weekly 
– continues to be rolled out, despite evidence of the overwhelming disadvantages to those 
experiencing poverty (Cheetham, Moffatt, and Addison 2018; Trussell Trust 2018). 
Anniversaries of the months since the fire at Grenfell Tower have accrued, with delays to 
the inquiry and many survivors remaining in temporary or emergency accommodation. The 
hostile environment toward immigrants and refugees has intensified, with the detention and 
deportation of people who have been settled in this country for many years. I had hoped that 
over the course of research some of the issues raised here, such as the family cap and the 
rape clause, may have become irrelevant, with sustained activism and opposition leading to 
such policies perhaps being dropped; instead they appear to have become continuing features 
of the current political landscape. These are not abstract debates, nor broad brush strokes 
that paint the ‘background’ to this research, but aspects of people’s ongoing, everyday lived 
experiences.  
 
Why, then, engage practices of sharing lived experiences in such times? In the face 
of such seemingly ‘intractable’ problems, what transformations can engagement with such 
‘fragile, troubling, hope-filled’ stories bring?21 Questions of change or transformation are 
not lightly answered, or even asked, in such settings. Throughout the collaborative research, 
we discussed the changes created by PTC’s ways of sharing lived experiences, but also the 
sensitivities surrounding such questions. In the initial reflective workshops, commissioners 
emphasised the need to deal with misconceptions about PTC being a ‘quick fix’ to get 
individuals ‘out of poverty’, and instead recognising the community created through PTC is 
itself evidence of the long-term working toward and enacting change. In our planning 
sessions for Connecting Stories, Elaine shared that after one of the large PTC ‘closing’ 
events a testifying commissioner voiced their feelings that the event had been very positive, 
yet they were also going home to a situation where they could not put milk in the fridge for 
their children. Elaine suggested that whilst this was not to deny the value of sharing stories, 
this had stayed with her in reflecting on how PTC puts forward and explains their way of 
working. I sense in this that either rushing to defend the value of sharing stories or arguing 
for a more ‘realistic’ approach that perhaps will ‘put milk in the fridge’ obscures what is 
being offered about the painful realities of sharing lived experiences to create lasting social 
change. I am wary of setting our ‘theories of change’ in place of being able to hear the 
complex, troubling experiences of surviving, struggling-against, and working toward change 
                                                                                                                
21  This phrase was used by a Connecting Stories participant in the reflection booklets, see chapter 5.    
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together. As the PTC reflective workshop participants summarised, ‘it is important to 
remember how hard it is for people to share their stories’.  
 
 The poetic approach of this thesis focuses on the everyday, understanding the 
everyday as at once social, material, and sacred. Through Isasi-Díaz’s articulation of ‘lo 
cotidiano’ and de Certeau’s discussions of ‘everyday practices’, I have suggested that it is 
in the everyday that transformations take place. As Isasi-Díaz argues, the everyday is ‘a 
powerful point of reference from where to begin to imagine a different world’ (2011, 49). 
This is not in opposition to addressing structural and systemic injustices, but to consider how 
the complexities of various structural factors surrounding work, family, class, race, ethnicity, 
language, gender, sexuality, and dis/ability play out in everyday lives. For Isasi-Díaz, this is 
to recognise that ‘redemptive reality’ is not ‘something apart from our daily reality, it is our 
daily living, it impacts the situations we face day in and day out’ (2004a, 4). What I am 
suggesting, then, is that this poetic approach seeks to notice the transformations in the 
everyday that do not ‘surface’ in totalising, panoptic visions of academic and analytic models 
of change and transformation.  
 
  Kwok offers a sense of the hope and transformative possibilities in the everyday in 
her reflections on the texts of women theologians constructing ‘historical imaginations’ 
through remembering oppressed, disenfranchised, and often forgotten women (2005, 31–
38). Kwok considers that in these texts, hope does not rest ‘on the final eschaton, on an 
unpredictable utopia, or on historical progress’ precisely because these theologians 
recognise history as ‘too full of ambiguities’ to provide optimism in linear progress (2005, 
37, italics original). In a moving description, she considers:   
The hope for some of the disenfranchised women may be a place to dry their 
fish on the beach, enough seeds for next spring, or money enough to send 
their children to school. The future is not a grand finale, a classless society, 
or even a kingdom of God, but more immediate, concrete, and touchable. It 
may be the pooling of communal resources, of living better than last year, 
or of seeing grandchildren grow up healthy and strong. It is a historical 
imagination of the concrete and not the abstract, a hope that is more practical 
and therefore not so easily disillusioned, and a trust that is born out of 
necessity and well-worn wisdom. (2005, 37–38) 
 
Kwok’s articulation indicates where such practical, immediate, and everyday concerns can 
all too easily be overlooked in the articulation of more total and complete visions of 
transformation.  
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 I suggest that this poetic, tactical view affirms hope for transformations the midst 
of the everyday. In thinking with Kwok, and in light of what I have attended to in this 
research, I suggest that the hope for some may be in forming a homework club for kinship 
kids and in seeing a granddaughter make positive progress. It may be in taking steps to be 
heard by an MSP in order to get new washing machine when the old one is broken down. 
It may be in receiving refugee status and being reunited with daughters. It may be in finding 
creative forms to express lived experiences and, in facilitating quilting or creative writing 
groups, encouraging others to also find their own forms of creative expression. It may be 
in campaigning with others and seeing changes to school uniform grants, or how 
community projects can promote dignity in responding to food insecurity. It may be in 
shaping a space in which the silences and the ‘not-knowing-what-to-say’ are heard and 
respected alongside other forms of sharing stories. It may be in being able to state, ‘my joy 
is coming back to me’.  
 
Thus, whilst this poetic approach remains passionate in the ongoing work for justice 
and mindful of the fact that there is much that still needs to be done, it also takes note and 
celebrates these marvels in the everyday. Such celebrations may also be part of recognising 
the critical importance of these aspects of people’s everyday experiences. This poetic 
approach to the everyday recognises other meaning systems in which transformation may 
be understood in various ways, including marvelling at the intricate complexity of ordinary 
life, at the creativity and courage of communities sharing stories, and commitment to the 
ongoing struggling-against seemingly intractable problems. I suggest that these everyday 
transformations may be different across different communities, and that this connection 
between transformation and the everyday may be a productive strand for further research 
in practical theology. 
 
 
Interruption:  Risking  Transformation    
 
 
I shake loose the reclaimed fragments of the tents from the plastic bin-bag, where they have 
lain dormant since the exhibition. They are dull and lifeless, a flat grey day between seasons 
disclosing nothing of what has been or what will appear. 
 
Or perhaps I only project this, bleary-eyed and heavy-limbed as I am.  
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The pieces seem to hold none of the frenetic energy of making, nor that visceral, 
deconstructive power in tearing down. Yet they bear the marks of such moments. I trace my 
finger along uneven jagged edges, the scars and seams of opacity formed as the translucent 
paper has ruptured.  
 
This process of making, un-making, re-making contained a promise, a risk of 
transformation, a shift in understanding and being, not merely a wearing down of the same 
grooves. 
 
Somehow, even in their emptiness, they seem to gesture – to a somewhere else, a 
something else. They have a sense of the long linen strips to them, of the empty tomb. 
 
Something has happened here, in words and flesh and spirit, in silence, salt-tears, 
and laughter. Yet it remains elusive. It remains something else.  
 
For de Certeau, Christ’s empty tomb was the ‘foundational “rupture”’ and ‘primary 
symbol of discipleship’, expressing spirituality as a ‘constant journeying onward with no 
security apart from the story of Christ that is to be (re)enacted rather than authoritatively 
proclaimed’ (Sheldrake 2012, 209). This meant refusing constituting spirituality into an 
established, definitive place of certainty and full presence, and rather continually engaging 
risky journeys; moments of deep longing and absence, but also catching glimpses of the 
sacred in all things (Sheldrake 2012; Walton 2019).   
 
I have argued for passionate ambivalence as a way of proceeding that ‘risks 
transformation’ in the activity of making. Such an approach remains a fluid practice, shifting 
and elusive, rather than becoming a fixed method for producing stable meanings. It remains 
an openness to being altered through encountering others in their alterity and particularity, 
an encounter that shapes and alters these very forms of attending and encountering. It is an 
embodied making that implicates the divine in such everyday material practices.  
 
There are other fragmented things I may wish to place alongside these torn tent-
scraps. Perhaps considered insignificant, insufficient, yet each a whole world in their own 
right. Fragments of encounters that have left me wondering what to ‘do’ with such disruptive 
pieces, this strange, disparate collection that even now escapes their conscription into this 
text. Sewing needles shattered mid stitch, still trailing thread. Handwritten notes, ripped 
pages, repeating phrases. Abrupt remarks and fragile utterances. Wallpaper drawings. 
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Finding kindness. Clay dust, scattered. Absence, anger. Names. Dates. Bodies. It becomes a 
prayer of sorts. 
 
 
Concluding  
  
This chapter has drawn together this thesis, mixing poetic and discursive styles in order to 
be making – with and through lived experiences – a theological understanding of 
transformation. Through staging three ‘interruptions’ to the text, I have enacted the tensions 
and contradictions animating practical theological engagement with lived experiences: the 
challenges of developing transformative practices whilst also recognising that lived 
experiences cannot be claimed as a stable, transparent source. However, these poetic 
interruptions also directed attention to the fragments that often go unrecognised in 
theological and political desires to create and claim social change. To where the ambivalence 
of reflexively displaying embodied experiences gestures toward the need for material and 
discursive change in practical theological communities. To where fragile, troubling, and 
temporal encounters with others’ lived experiences refuses our ability to make claims about 
having grasped others’ perspectives, necessitating building more just and participative 
theological and political practices with others who are different to us. To where risky 
journeys tracing the sacred in the midst of mundane life illuminate what transformations 
have been wrought through the corporeal, imaginative, and relational creative practices in 
the everyday.  
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Figure 30. Photo. Afterwards.  
  
  
  
Figure 31. Photo. What remains. 
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A  Note  to  the  Reader  on  Opening  Other  Worlds:  A  Postscript  
 
This thesis has explored how practices of sharing lived experiences of marginalisation create 
transformation. Moreover, this thesis has constructed and enacted a methodology for 
engaging fragile, disruptive, and generative lived experiences. Vital to this has been taking 
an approach to practical theology as a passionate ambivalent process of making, a process 
as much described as defined, a way of being and acting in the world. In this process of 
making, I have drawn on literature, performance art/activism, cultural theory, qualitative 
research methods, postcolonial feminist theology, and on practical theologians who do not 
entirely ‘fit’ within the boundaries of ‘practical theology’ as well as those who do. This 
process of creative making also engaged with people’s lived experiences of poverty and of 
actively addressing poverty, trusting in people’s generative and interpretive capacities as 
they share their stories. Although this has risked producing a work that is less clearly 
definable within the somewhat shifting disciplinary boundaries of ‘practical theology’, my 
purpose here has been to enact my own argument that engagement with lived experiences of 
oppression requires attention both to communities and to ways of knowing that have been 
traditionally excluded from theological knowledge-making. In short, this thesis practises a 
passionate, ambivalent poetic theological making in relation to experiences of addressing 
poverty and marginalisation, and, in doing so, its contribution is threefold.  
 
Firstly, this thesis has broad significance for practices of sharing lived experiences 
in varied activist and academic settings. The research has been necessarily partial in focusing 
on the work of the Glasgow-based PTC, with small, self-selecting groups within this, 
alongside interviews with a small number of other organisations. However, I noted that PTC 
is in the process of change, and other ‘Poverty Truth’ groups are developing across the UK 
with their own particular approaches and priorities. Due to this, broad generalisations cannot 
be made from this research; however, potential remains for further research into different 
communities’ engagement with practices of sharing stories. In this thesis, I have addressed 
ethical issues and power dynamics in practices such as constructing voice, face-to-face 
sharing, research collaboration, and reflexivity, illustrating where such practices can 
replicate not only judgements about others but can also reinforce positions of judging those 
whose experiences are being shared. These concerns are relevant for practitioners involved 
in sharing and representing lived experiences of marginalisation in political and theological 
settings, and the discussions in this thesis encourage critical reflection on the praxis of 
transforming our social-material relations through sharing lived experiences. 
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Secondly, this thesis contributes to the current discussions of qualitative research 
methods in practical theology. Recognising the complex and contradictory nature of the 
debates surrounding qualitative research methods, I noted where research methods are 
deeply implicated in the transformative aims of practical theology and located this research 
within the emerging strand of creative qualitative research. I developed a creative, 
collaborative approach through two cycles of research in order to engage the research 
methods and practices most suitable for PTC commissioners’ values and concerns in their 
practices of sharing stories.  The various elements of ‘Connecting Stories’, from the planning 
sessions, workshops, creative pieces, exhibition, and feedback provide a contribution to 
ways of collaborating with grassroots communities in practical theology, in particular 
through creative forms that make space for expressing the ordinary intricacy and the 
unsayable of people’s experiences. I have also engaged forms of poetic writing in this thesis 
in ways that convey and construct the meanings of these encounters and experiences. The 
creative, collaborative approach taken here is, in itself, deeply theological and political as it 
emphasises and engages the everyday, creative meaning-making capacities of marginalised 
communities, countering cultures in which these shared experiences are seen either as 
insufficient evidence or as ‘raw material’ devoid of critical, interpretive value. 
 
Finally, this thesis contributes to practical theology by problematising the 
hermeneutics of lived experience in practical theology, and by constructing a methodology 
for making theology with and through the disruptive nature of lived experiences. Lived 
experience is crucial to practical theology, but the disruptive, disclosive nature of lived 
experience is often recuperated into pre-existing categories and containers of meaning. 
Instead, I have offered an approach focused on everyday, embodied experiences, 
understanding the everyday to be poetic, political, and sacred. Working with the everyday 
engages the multiple, overlapping factors influencing people’s lives, bringing into focus 
experiences that testify to ways of surviving and struggling-against the impact of socio-
economic and political regimes such as austerity, and offering images of the ordinary 
complexity of lives that cannot be contained by academic and analytic models. This 
approach also signals the poetic activity and critical, interpretive capacities of grassroots 
communities as they make meaning with and through features of their everyday existence. 
Hope for transformation also focuses on the level of daily living, revealing the corporeal, 
imaginative, and sacred nature of transformative activity in the everyday. This engagement 
with the everyday has implications for future practical theological research as it highlights 
both the inherently political nature of poetic approaches, and also where poetics offers 
significant resources for addressing questions of injustice and oppression.  
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Employing different genres in this thesis, I have engaged with the disruptive and 
generative nature of lived experiences. Adopting discursive, analytic styles, I have relied 
strongly on theoretical discussions as I recognise the feminist, postcolonial, and cultural 
theories and theologies drawn on here are powerfully orientated to questions surrounding 
social-material power relations in knowing and representing others. However, this work has 
also been formed through encountering others’ experiences, both in texts and in sitting with 
people – sharing, listening, making. These encounters with others, in their particularity and 
alterity, have profoundly shaped my ways of being, knowing, and acting in the world. I have 
strayed toward presentations of these voices and experiences through fragments and 
interruptions, thus risking an uneasy journey for the reader as they trace such encounters in 
the text. Yet, the poetic styles enacted here signal the unmanageable, troubling, and 
ambivalent nature of lived experience, the revelations disclosed through silences and fragile 
utterances, through embodied gestures and ordinary speech. Passionately and ambivalently 
implicated in the practices it explores, this work thus inhabits a problematic and productive 
space, responding to and representing these experiences and encounters in ways that seek to 
re-make and reimagine our relations to one another, to wider society, and to the divine.  
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Appendices  
  
Appendix  A:  Ethics  Board  Application  for  Initial  Cycle  
 
Overview 
The research project explores the ways in which the critical performance of narrative 
practices by UK anti-poverty organisations contributes to socio-political change and 
renewed theologies of suffering and transformation. Faith-based third sector organisations 
engage in narrative practices for social transformation – listening to the experiences of 
marginalised groups, sharing them with wider audiences.  Narrative practices form social 
discourses as testimonies of lived experiences transverse personal and public spheres: from 
remembering, performing and gathering, to circulation and publication (Phelps 2004; 
Schaffer and Smith 2004). This study analyses 1) why the performance of narrative practices 
is both productive and problematic in furthering social justice goals, and examines how these 
narratives are employed to shape 2) socio-political campaigns and 3) theological praxis.  
 
 
Partnership 
The research will be carried out in partnership with Poverty Truth Commission (PTC), part 
of Faith in Community Scotland (FiCS), an organisation supporting a range of anti-poverty 
initiatives in the poorest five per cent of communities in Scotland. PTC brings together 
people living in the sharp end of poverty in Scotland with civic and political decision makers, 
focusing on enabling the experiences of people in poverty to be heard both in key decision 
making forums and by a wider public. There is an existing good relationship with PTC and 
FiCS, and practitioners have expressed their desire to participate in this research.  
 
 
The benefits of partnership in the research project are:  
 
•   The study will develop the research capacity of the organisations by involving 
participants as co-researchers from design through to evaluation.  
This collaborative process will be sensitive to the ethics and power dynamics between 
the organisations, marginalised communities and researcher. Here ‘participant’ does not 
refer to ‘professional’ but recognises collaboration between organisation and local 
communities, so ‘participant’ is a person engaged with narrative practices for social 
transformation. The study will be carried out with awareness of the time and energy 
capacity of practitioners and organisations.  
 
•   The research will develop the skills and knowledge of practitioners, particularly 
their practical wisdom of the critical employment of narrative practices. 
By enabling practitioners to collaboratively frame questions critical to their practice, the 
research will draw out underlying assumptions that shape theological praxis of social 
transformation. By addressing action and theory together, practitioners will critically 
reflect on the links between their values, practices and aims in anti-poverty work. 
 
The research methods will include evaluations of each of these areas in order to critically 
appraise both the impact of narrative practices themselves, and the impact of the methods of 
collaborative research.  
 
Methodology 
 
The study employs an epistemological stance of feminist reflexivity for:  
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•   Interrogating the relationships between researcher and community, particularly the limits 
of the researcher’s role in interpreting and participating in social change (Ropers-
Huilman and Winters 2010). 
•   Attending to the epistemological stance of the communities of practice to explore 
participants’ understanding of how their narrative input can be heard, interpreted and 
shared; where this epistemology may differ from mainstream epistemologies (Stanton 
2014; Bishop 2011; Brearley and Hamm 2009). 
•   Attending to intersectional identities to develop a research account in which 
marginalised groups are not ‘essentialised’ or ‘homogenised’ (Dill and Kohlman 2012).  
•   Critically assessing performativity theories to explore the coherence of theory and action 
in the participants’ reshaping of narrative practices.  
•   Critically engaging with participative and creative arts-based methods in workshop and 
interview settings to enable participants to engage fully with sharing their perspectives. 
This will include diagramming, drawing and creative writing (Kara 2015). 
•   Seeking a generative process in which themes will emerge through engagement with 
participants. 
 
The researcher aims for in-depth engagement with the PTC over the course of 2 years. The 
purpose of the timescale is to:  
•   Be respectful of the time pressures of the organisation and fitting the research 
timetable around slow and busy periods of work.  
•   Assess changes over time in the organisation rather than a fieldwork ‘snapshot’ 
•   Assess the impact of collaboration on the organisations  
 
Due to the collaborative aspect of the research, and the timescale involved, the researcher 
anticipates submitting additional information and amendments to the Ethics Committee, for 
example with additional interview questions or workshop plans. 
 
Methods 
 
Research methods will include participant observation, research journaling and focus 
groups/workshops.  
 
Stage One: Participant Observation. 
 
•   Primarily with creative writing group and ‘dignity and stories’ group in the 
Poverty Truth Commission 
•   Participants will be informed of researcher’s role and purpose in attending the 
group 
•   Whilst the researcher will be there to listen and observe how the groups run, 
where appropriate the researcher will also contribute to discussion, or if in the 
creative writing group where everyone is expected to contribute and share. 
Refusal to participate in the group on the basis of not wanting to influence 
participants can be seen as an act of power on the part of the researcher, expecting 
the contribution of participants to maintain the relationship. Additionally, the 
informal setting of these meetings, and the common use of ‘paired’ discussion 
techniques mean that not taking part would make participants uneasy.  
•   Notes will not be taken during participant-observation, but the researcher will 
write an ongoing research/fieldwork journal.   
 
Timeline: as initial phase of research project, and throughout research process 
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Stage Two: Initial Focus Groups/ Workshops (2-3 sessions)  
  
•   Participants identified and invited by PTC  
•   Sessions will be hosted in PTC offices 
•   Researcher will clarify whether the workshops can be audio recorded with 
participants; consent forms reviewed with participants before workshop. 
•   Researcher to facilitate, with introduction/ scene setting from member of 
staff.  
•   See attached: ‘Session Plans for Facilitated Workshops’.  
•   Outcome of sessions as the identification of next steps of research project – 
i.e. topic areas for interview; development of ‘story rights charter’ or similar.  
 
Timeline: as second stage of research process in Year 1 
 
Following on from these sessions, the researcher intends to follow up with a further project, 
for example, semi-structured interviews with participants. A further application will be 
submitted to the ethics review board at that time.  
 
 
Wider Focus: Interviews with Practitioners 
 
As well as in-depth collaboration with Poverty Truth Commission, the research aims to 
explore the narrative practices of other third sector organisations involved in working 
alongside marginalised groups to listen to and share their experiences. This will involve 
interviews with practitioners involved with organisations such as Christian Aid, ATD Fourth 
World, Vox Liminis and others whose work includes narrative practices as a way of 
engaging with social change.  
 The interviews will be semi-structured, with open questions seeking to understand 
practitioners’ experiences and perspectives of narrative practices in their setting. The 
researcher will also ask questions concerning values, ethics and decision-making in the 
organisations’ employment of narrative practices. Taking a collaborative stance on meaning-
making in interviewing, the researcher will ask follow-up questions to clarify meaning or 
ask for specific examples during the interview. See attached: ‘Interview Questions for 
Practitioners’.  
 The researcher will ask the practitioner for consent to audio record the interview, and 
consent forms will be used before the interview begins. The interview will be transcribed, 
and the researcher will meet again with the practitioner to review the transcript to clarify 
meaning and check if there are any sections they wish removed. The researcher will also 
have the opportunity to review relevant sections of the dissertation prior to submission.  
 
 
Contact details 
 
The researcher has asked the director of Faith in Community Scotland, Iain Johnston, and 
the co-ordinator of Poverty Truth Commission, Elaine Downie, to contact Ethics Board 
with a statement of support. If further information is required, they can be contacted by 
email.  
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Appendix  B:  Reflective  Workshop  Plans  
 
Prior to session 1:  
 Participants identified and invited by PTC co-ordinator 
 Clarify expectations between researcher and PTC co-ordinator 
  
 
Session 1: 1.5 – 2 hours  
10–15 mins: Introduction and welcome 
•   Brief welcome and introduction from PTC co-ordinator and researcher 
•   Check-in: Each person introduce themselves, their involvement with the project, 3 
words to describe how they are feeling 
•   Researcher introduces purpose and timing of session 
•   Clarify use of note-taking and audio recording, review consent forms 
 
15–20 mins: Opening Exercise - Trading Stories 
 People are paired up, asked to share a small story about something interesting that 
happened during their last week. Explain that the story will be shared again; only share 
something that they feel comfortable with other people repeating. Split up, move into new 
pairs, asked to share the story they have just heard as if it had happened to them. People 
keep moving pairs, sharing their heard stories. After 3-4 ‘swaps’, bring back together, each 
person tells the last story they just heard as if it was their story. Ask if people recognise 
whose story it was originally?  
Discussion:  Was there a difference in original stories and the final version? 
  How did it feel hearing your story told back to you?   
  How did it feel telling other people’s stories?  
 
20–30 mins: Respecting Stories 
In pairs/threes:  Can you give me an example of a time someone has been sharing their 
story and they have been treated well and respected? What does this look like? 
Feedback and discussion 
•   Is this different in different settings – i.e. in a pair, in a group, at an event/on social 
media?  
•   What does that look like for this group? What can and can’t be shared?  
 
 
20–30 mins: Identifying key issues 
Based on the discussion so far, in pairs/ threes, discuss:  
 What important to you about sharing stories/experiences?  
 What have you identified as some of the challenges around working this way?  
Feedback and wider discussion 
 
 
10 minutes: Review and close 
 
o   What can and can’t be shared from the group 
o   Identification of key topics 
o   Check out: ‘how was that discussion?’; any questions. 
o   Next time and date of meeting 
o   Thank everyone for their time 
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Session 2: 1.5 – 2 hours 
 
10–15 mins: Introduction and welcome 
•   Brief welcome and introduction from organisation/project member 
•   Check-in: Each person to introduce themselves, how they are, briefly what they got 
out of the last session 
•   Review ideas from last session, purpose of this session 
•   Clarify use of note-taking and recording, consent forms 
 
 
15–20 mins: Opening exercise: Collaborative storytelling exercise 
In pairs, people write 2-4 lines that all start with ‘my story is…’. Bring all the lines 
together into one creative piece, and discuss responses to it. Draw out that the piece 
contains different perspectives, similar to what the project is doing.   
 
30–45 mins: Sharing stories 
  
In pairs: think of an experience of sharing a story, or hearing someone’s story that 
impacted you. Discuss how that felt, what was positive or challenging about it, what it 
meant to you.  
 
Feedback. 
 
Discussion questions – either in larger group or in pairs and feedback 
How can you share a story that has impacted you?  
What are the challenges of understanding each other’s stories?  
What’s the best way to share experiences/stories?  
What are the challenges when these stories involve speaking about other people – for 
example, family, wider community?  
 
 
20–30 mins: Planning next steps 
 
Review information so far:  
 What are the key questions?  
 How can they be explored? 
 What are the next steps?  
 Any volunteers for next stage of the research – i.e. interviews 
 Any pressing questions… 
 
5–10 mins: Close  
o   What can and can’t be shared from the group 
o   Thank everyone for their time 
o   Any necessary contact details exchanged 
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Appendix  C:  Informed  Consent  Forms  for  Reflective  Workshops  
 
Hello, my name is Clare Radford, and I’m a student at the University of Glasgow, funded 
by the Scottish Graduate School for Arts and Humanities.  
 
I am doing a research study to find out more about how third sector organisations listen to 
and share the stories of people in poverty in order to create social change. I am asking you 
to be part of the study because of your involvement with Poverty Truth Commission.  You 
can decide if you want to take part in the study or not. You don’t have to – it’s up to you.  
 
This sheet tells you what it means to take part in the study.  
 
If you have any questions, you can ask me you or speak to Elaine Downie. My contact details 
are at the bottom of this sheet. You can change your mind at any point and withdraw from 
the study. All you need to do is speak to me, or to Elaine to say that you don’t want to take 
part anymore.  
 
What will the study involve?  
I will be observing the work of Poverty Truth Commission across the next year, and will be 
facilitating 2 workshops.  In this session, we will be asking questions about the work of 
sharing stories in the Poverty Truth Commission. With permission from all participants, the 
discussion will be audio recorded. Notes will also be taken on flip chart. Participants do not 
have to respond to the questions, and can choose to leave the group at any time.  
 
What are the possible benefits?  
You will get to discuss your experiences with Poverty Truth Commission, and share your 
perspectives about sharing stories. The results of the study will hopefully help organisations 
reflect on key issues in working in this way and improve their practice.  
 
What are the possible risks?  
Some people may find it challenging to talk about their experiences of being involved with 
this work. Although the researcher will not share data with others and it will not have your 
name on it unless you decide otherwise, it may be the case that others can recognise you in 
what you have shared, so please keep that in mind. Even if you choose to withdraw from the 
research, this will not impact your involvement with Poverty Truth Commission.  
 
Additional information:  
 
•   The audio recordings will be transcribed, and used only for the purposes of the 
research project. Participants will have the chance to review interview transcripts for 
clarification. Only my supervisor and myself will be able to view the transcripts.  
•   Participant responses will be collated and written about in the study. Participants will 
have the opportunity to review the sections relevant to their participation.  
•   Unless otherwise requested, participants will be made anonymous, but the 
organisation will be named.  
•   The research project will be published through the University of Glasgow.  
•   I will store electronic and hardcopy data in accordance with data protection. This 
means it will be stored securely for 10 years.  
 
Clare Radford  - Email: c.radford.1@research.gla.ac.uk  
 
 
 
    
231 
CONSENT TO THE USE OF DATA 
University of Glasgow, College of Arts Research Ethics Committee 
 
I understand that Clare Radford is collecting data in the form of audio recorded discussion 
groups and flip chart notes for use in an academic research project at the University of 
Glasgow.  
 
The research project is explained on the attached sheet. That sheet is for you to keep, 
this one is to be returned to the researcher. 
 
 
I give my consent to the use of data for this purpose on the understanding that: 
 
 
•   All names and other material likely to identify individuals will be anonymised.  
•   The material will be treated as confidential and kept in secure storage at all times. 
•   The material will be retained in secure storage for use in future academic research 
•   The material may be used in future publications, both print and online. 
 
Signed by the contributor:__________________________      Date: 
 
Researcher’s name and email contact:  
Clare Radford – c.radford.1@research.gla.ac.uk 
 
Supervisor’s name and email contact:  
Prof Heather Walton - Heather.Walton@glasgow.ac.uk 
 
Department address:  
Theology and Religious Studies, 4 The Square, Glasgow G12 8QQ 
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Appendix  D:  Interview  Questions  
 
 
Introductory questions: 
 
Can you tell me about the work of the organisation/project?  
 
Can you tell me about your particular involvement?   
 
 
Focus on story sharing practices: 
 
How would you describe your organisation’s way of working with people’s experiences of 
marginalisation/poverty?  
 
Can you tell me about a particular example of working alongside someone to share their 
experiences with a wider audience?  
o   How does this sit alongside other elements of your work as an organisation/project? 
o   What you do think is important about working in this way?  
 
What impact/difference do you think it makes to work in this way?  
o   What changes have you seen in participants?  
o   What about changes in policies and in wider social attitudes? 
o   How do you keep track of these changes?  
o   Why do you think those changes came about?  
  
 
Values, ethics and decision making: 
 
Are there particular values or ethics that are important to the organisation for working 
alongside people who are sharing their experiences? Can you give me examples of what 
those values look like in your work?  
o   Are there particular values or ethics for you as an individual practitioner?  
 
Can you tell me about some of the challenges that occur from working in this way?  
o   Are there any examples that you feel able to share?  
 
If particular challenges emerge, what resources or processes do you use to try to resolve 
these issues?  
 
Closing questions: 
 
Is there anything that hasn’t been covered in the interview that you would like to talk 
about?  
 
Do you have any questions for me?  
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Appendix  E:  Informed  Consent  Forms  for  Interviews 
 
Hello, my name is Clare Radford, and I’m a student at the University of Glasgow, funded 
by the Scottish Graduate School for Arts and Humanities.  
 
I am doing a research study to find out more about how third sector organisations listen to 
and share the stories of marginalised groups order to create social change. I am asking you 
to be part of the study because of your involvement with [organisation].  You can decide if 
you want to take part in the study or not. You don’t have to – it’s up to you.  
 
This sheet tells you what it means to take part in the study.  
 
If you have any questions, you can get in touch with me by email or phone. My contact 
details are at the bottom of this sheet. You can change your mind at any point and 
withdraw from the study.  
 
What will the study involve?  
I will be asking a number of open questions about your practice and the work of your 
organisation. With your permission, I will audio record the interview.  You do not have to 
respond to the questions, and you can choose to stop the interview at any time.  
 
What are the possible benefits?  
You will get to discuss your experiences with [organisation] and share your perspectives 
about sharing stories. The results of the study will hopefully help organisations reflect on 
key issues in working in this way and improve their practice.  
 
What are the possible risks?  
Some people may find it challenging to talk about their experiences of being involved with 
this work. Although the researcher will not share data with others and it will not have your 
name on it unless you decide otherwise, it may be the case that others can recognise you in 
what you have shared, so please keep that in mind.  
 
Additional information:  
 
•The audio recordings will be transcribed and used only for the purposes of the research 
project. Participants will have the chance to review interview transcripts for clarification. 
Only my supervisor and myself will be able to view the transcripts.  
 
•Participant responses will be collated and written about in the study. Participants will have 
the opportunity to review the sections relevant to their participation.  
 
•Unless otherwise requested, participants will be made anonymous, but the organisation 
will be named.  
 
•The research project will be published through the University of Glasgow.  
 
•I will store electronic and hardcopy data in accordance with data protection. This means it 
will be stored securely for 10 years.  
 
Clare Radford - Email: c.radford.1@research.gla.ac.uk 
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CONSENT TO THE USE OF DATA 
University of Glasgow, College of Arts Research Ethics Committee 
 
I understand that Clare Radford is collecting data in the form of audio recorded discussion 
groups and flip chart notes for use in an academic research project at the University of 
Glasgow.  
 
The research project is explained on the attached sheet  
That sheet is for you to keep, this one is to be returned to the researcher. 
 
 
I give my consent to the use of data for this purpose on the understanding that: 
 
 
•   All names and other material likely to identify individuals will be anonymised.  
•   The material will be treated as confidential and kept in secure storage at all times. 
•   The material will be retained in secure storage for use in future academic research 
•   The material may be used in future publications, both print and online. 
 
Signed by the contributor:__________________________      Date: 
 
Researcher’s name and email contact:  
Clare Radford – c.radford.1@research.gla.ac.uk 
 
Supervisor’s name and email contact:  
Prof Heather Walton - Heather.Walton@glasgow.ac.uk 
 
Department address:  
Theology and Religious Studies, 4 The Square, Glasgow G12 8QQ 
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Appendix  F:  Ethics  Board  Application  for  Connecting  Stories  
  
This project follows on from the original project methodology and plan submitted by the 
researcher under Ethics Application 100150053, as it was suggested that a second 
submission would be made based on the development of the research. This application is for 
a collaborative project with partners Poverty Truth Commission that will facilitate 
participants to develop a creative community archive/exhibition based on lived experience 
narratives of poverty in contemporary Scotland.  
 
 
Overview of Research Project  
This research explores the way critical performances of practices of sharing lived 
experiences contributes to socio-political change and practical theologies of transformation. 
The researcher has partnered with Poverty Truth Commission (PTC) which brings together 
people living in the sharp end of poverty in Scotland with civic and political decision makers, 
focusing on enabling the experiences of people in poverty to be heard both in key decision 
making forums and by a wider public.  
 To date, the researcher has carried out workshops and participant observation with 
practitioners and activists from PTC, and semi-structured interviews with practitioners from 
other third-sector organisations. A feedback workshop with practitioners from each of the 
organisations has also been carried out. This research has surfaced key ethical considerations 
in the performance of these narrative practices.  From participating in the research project, 
PTC practitioners have expressed the need to reflect on the past 9 years of PTC’s work and 
key questions that have emerged in the research.  
 In this ‘community archive/exhibition’ project, the researcher will facilitate 
participants from PTC to: 
1)   Gather and respond to some of the lived experience stories shared with PTC over 
the past 9 years 
2)   Creatively respond to these stories and key themes around poverty and social 
change in Scotland 
3)   Curate a community archive/exhibition that will encourage a wider public to 
engage with these stories and themes 
 
Partnership 
This project builds on an existing positive relationship with PTC, and continues to 
demonstrate the benefits of collaboration for both academic researchers and third sector 
organisations.  
 This specific project will benefit research participants in the following ways:  
 
•   The study will develop the research capacity of PTC by involving participants 
as co-researchers from design through to evaluation.  
This collaborative process will continue to be sensitive to the ethics and power 
dynamics between participants with experiences of marginalisation and the 
researcher. The research to date has surfaced key ethical considerations, for example 
respecting people’s emotions when they are sharing their experience, building 
relationships, and working in responsive, reciprocal ways when people are sharing 
from their own experiences. This project will continue to draw on these ethical 
principles, and will be carried out with an awareness of the time, energy and capacity 
of practitioners.  
 
•   The research will develop the skills and knowledge of practitioners, in 
particular their creative and ethical engagement with their own and other’s 
stories.  
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By working with participants to collaboratively develop the gathering and curating 
of material, the research will enable participants to reflect on ethical practices as well 
as their understandings of how sharing experiences of marginalisation through 
narrative and artistic practice enables social change.  
 
Methodology 
This project will continue with the methodology detailed in the original ethics application 
(see attached). In addition to this, the researcher will draw on the ethical values highlighted 
by PTC practitioners and activists in the research to date. This is not contradictory to the 
original methodology, but recognises the epistemology of the community of practice, and 
their understanding of how narratives of marginalisation can be heard, interpreted, and 
shared.  
 
•   Respecting the emotional aspect of storytelling: practitioners highlighted the 
importance of understanding that it can be challenging for people to share their 
experiences, and for others to give space and support for people to do so.  
•   Creative arts-based practices: practitioners highlighted that creative arts-based 
work enables people to share their stories in nuanced and collaborative ways.  
•   Meaning-making: the research has highlighted the importance of enabling those 
sharing their experiences to be the ones interpreting the meaning of those experiences 
in dialogue with others.  
•   Reciprocity and Response: practitioners detailed the importance of those listening 
responding to what has been shared, and creating cycles of reciprocity whereby 
critical responses to situations of marginalisation can be developed.  
•   Power: the research recognised the importance of being sensitive to power 
relationships, and where those in power may seek to erase or homogenise the 
experiences of those at the margins.  
 
 
Methods  
 
Research methods will include workshops, interviews, and research journals alongside 
creative arts-based methods such as photo-voice, media collage, and creative writing. 
 
As this is a highly collaborative project, both the process of gathering the material in stage 
two and the hosting of the archive/exhibition in stage three will be decided by the 
participants, and a rough outline is provided here.  
 
Stage One: Workshops to gather participants and develop project design  
•   Staff member to invite participants from PTC  
•   Sessions hosted in PTC offices 
•   Researcher will clarify her role with participants, use of note-taking/audio 
recording; review consent forms with participants (attached with ethics forms)  
•   Participants responding to and discussing ideas for the process and the end goal 
of the project; making decision about next steps for project 
 
Timeline: August 2017 
 
Stage Two: Gathering and responding to lived experience narratives  
•   Participants review ethical considerations in gathering/storing data 
•   Identifying key people and groups 
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•   Using audio and video interviewing to gather experiences from wider PTC 
movement, in addition to creative-arts based methods such as mapping, 
media collage, and photo-voice.  
•   Participants meeting regularly (around once a fortnight/month) to review and 
respond creatively to gathered material. 
•   Participants discuss key themes around narrative and social change, for 
example: who interprets issues of injustice; how does sharing stories create 
solidarity. 
•   Review and evaluation process build in to each session; linking to overall aim 
and designs of project for working toward archive/exhibition in stage three  
 
Timeline: September 2017 - February 2018 
 
Stage Three: Curating and presenting material for creative archive/exhibition 
•   Participants review gathered material; review key questions of who should 
have access and how 
•   Researcher facilitating discussions of overall narrative/design of the 
archive/exhibition 
•   Arranging suitable physical/online space 
•   Host event for engagement with wider public 
•   Evaluation with participant group 
 
Timeline: March/ April 2017 
 
Elaine Downie, the co-ordinator of Poverty Truth Commission can be contacted for a 
statement of support by email. 
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Appendix  G:  Invite  to  Connecting  Stories  Project  
 
 
Dear [Participant], 
 
We are currently reviewing all the gathered testimonies and stories that we have from the 
work of PTC over the past 8 years – as you can imagine, there’s quite a lot!   
 
What we are hoping to do is gather together a wee group of people who have shared their 
words and stories with us to do two things:  
 Firstly, we’d like to review some of the stories that we have gathered and check 
out how and whether you’d like this still to be kept by PTC. These stories are really 
precious and important, and we’d like to make sure they are being used respectfully; but 
we also know that people’s lives move on and change, so… 
 Secondly, as part of this process, we’d like to do some creative stuff, writing and 
making about the connections between our different stories, and the way this often 
helps us to deepen our own stories and understandings.  
 
 
We are hoping that in doing this, we can work toward starting a sort of ‘creative archive’ 
of pieces and stories that people have made – a collection of these stories that honours the 
people and communities who have been telling them, and can continue to inspire and 
challenge other people. The project will also help to think about how PTC works with 
people’s stories, and the bigger story of PTC itself, reflecting on what’s happened over the 
past 8 years.  
 
We will be holding about 4 sessions between December and March, with plenty of time in 
between the sessions to review and reflect.   
 
The first session will be on December the 12th from 10-12.30. Thanks for letting us know 
whether you can or can’t make it.   
 
This project has been designed collaboratively, involving PTC commissioners [‘Kitty’] and 
[‘Victoire’]; Elaine; and a researcher from the University of Glasgow, Clare.  As part of 
these discussions, commissioners have stated they would like this to be part of Clare’s 
research, so she will be writing about this process, but will discuss with the group ethical 
approval, and what they would like to be included or left out from each session.  
 
If you have any questions – get in touch with Elaine or Clare.  
 
We hope to see you soon,  
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Appendix  H:  Informed  Consent  Forms  for  Connecting  Stories  
 
Hello, my name is Clare Radford, and I’m a student at the University of Glasgow, funded 
by the Scottish Graduate School for Arts and Humanities.  
I am doing a research study to find out more about how marginalised groups share 
their stories in order to create social change. As part of this study, Poverty Truth Commission 
are setting up a project, ‘Connecting Stories’ which will showcase many of the stories shared 
with PTC over the past 8 years and include creative responses to these stories. I am asking 
you to take part in this because of your involvement with PTC. You can decide if you want 
to take part in this project or not. You don’t have to – it’s up to you.  
 
This sheet tells you what it means to take part in the study.  
What will the project involve?  
I will be asking you to talk about the experiences you shared with PTC, and I will be using 
the following method(s) to record your thoughts:   
o   Written Material  
o   Creative Response  
 
The material will be edited and you will be able to review this edit. Gathered material will 
be used as part of the community archive/exhibition curated by a group from PTC, and 
viewed by the public. With your permission, parts will also be included in the researcher’s 
thesis. You will get to decide what you want to include 
 
What are the possible benefits?  
You will get to discuss your experiences and your perspectives on sharing stories as a way 
of addressing issues of poverty and injustice. Being part of the community 
exhibition/archive will enable PTC to reflect more broadly on the issues addressed over the 
past 8 years, and to think about what questions around inequality that are facing 
communities in Scotland.  
 
What are the possible risks? 
Some people may find it challenging to talk about their experiences. You will want to 
think about whether you are willing for your experiences to be shared in public and used as 
part of this community exhibition/archive. You can choose to withdraw from the project, 
and this will not impact your involvement with PTC.  
 
Additional information:  
•   Participants stories will be reflected on and creatively responded to with respect 
and dignity by a group from PTC in bringing together a community 
archive/exhibition 
•   Participants can choose to be made anonymous or be identified by a name of 
their choice 
•   Participants stories may be included in the researcher’s thesis that will be 
published through the University of Glasgow 
•   I will store the data in accordance with data protection, which means it will be 
stored securely for 10 years.  
 
If you have any questions, you can ask me you or speak to Elaine Downie. You can change 
your mind at any point and withdraw from the study. All you need to do is speak to me, or 
to Elaine to say that you don’t want to take part anymore.   
Clare Radford  - Email: c.radford.1@research.gla.ac.uk  
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CONSENT TO THE USE OF DATA 
 
University of Glasgow, College of Arts Research Ethics Committee 
 
I understand that Clare Radford is collecting data in the form of: (check all that apply)  
o   Written Material  
o   Creative Response  
  
for use in an academic research project at the University of Glasgow and a community 
archive/exhibition with Poverty Truth Commission.  
 
The research project is explained on the attached sheet ‘PTC Connecting Stories:: 
Research Information for Participants’. That sheet is for you to keep, this one is to 
be returned to the researcher. 
 
 
I give my consent to the use of data for this purpose on the understanding that: 
 
•   The material I share will be used, with my permission, as part of a public 
exhibition/archive. 
•   I can request to be anonymised or to have details that will identify me removed. 
•   The material will be retained in secure storage for use in: 
  future academic research by the researcher YES/NO 
  future work with by Poverty Truth Commission YES/NO 
 
•   The material may be used in future publications, both print and online. 
 
Signed by the contributor:__________________________      Date: 
 
Researcher’s name and email contact:  
Clare Radford – c.radford.1@research.gla.ac.uk 
 
Supervisor’s name and email contact:  
Prof Heather Walton - Heather.Walton@glasgow.ac.uk 
 
Department address:  
Theology and Religious Studies, 4 The Square, Glasgow G12 8QQ 
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